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A Michigan restaurant owner arrived in Staten Island on Sunday afternoon after driving 12 hours 

in a truck loaded with 20,000 pounds of hummus, salsa and chips, 40 cases of dog food and 

40,000 bottles of water for hurricane survivors.  

 

In Montclair, children walked up and down the long line of cars at a local gas station, handing 

out snacks to frustrated drivers waiting for gas.  

 

When the generators failed at NYU Hospital, NICU nurse Annie Irache tended to the most 

critical of 20 babies evacuated during the hurricane. One by one, each tiny infant, swaddled in 

blankets and a heating pad, cradled by one nurse and surrounded by at least five others, was 

carried down nine flights of stairs. Security guards and secretaries pitched in, lighting the way 

with flashlights and cell phones. The procession moved slowly. At each step, the nurses carefully 

squeezed bags of oxygen into the babies' lungs. 

 

An electrician who usually lights the sets of major films shooting in New York City struggled to 

get his family, including two pre-schoolers, out of his storm-ravaged New Jersey home. Once his 

family was safe he returned to Hoboken with a generator to provide electricity to a local fire 

station after they’d lost power.  

 

These are the stories that have been pouring out in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy: Stories of 

ordinary people responding heroically to extraordinary circumstances.  

 

Our parsha derives its name from its opening verse so we naturally think first of Sarah’s death. 

But חיי שרה also records the passing of Avraham Avinu, the first incontrovertible hero of the 

Torah. 

 

So I’d like to use this morning’s talk as an opportunity to peer more deeply into an oft-

overlooked aspect of Avraham’s heroic life. 

 

It’s easy to notice from the chapters that describe him that Avraham was a man of means. Time 

and again he’s said to have amassed a רכוש גדול – a veritable personal treasury.  

 

Less obvious, though, is the answer to the question of how Avraham spends his money.  

 

So let me throw it out to you. Where in the Torah do we find evidence of Avraham spending his 

wealth? I have three episodes in mind – three contexts in which the Torah goes out of its way to 

say something about Avraham’s expenditures: 

 

One we read about last week; two appear in this morning’s parsha: 

• When he welcomes the מלאכים into his home; 
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• When he purchases a burial plot for Sarah; 

• And when he dispatches his servant on a mission to find a bride for Yitzchak. 

 

Let’s just sort them out one at a time. 

 

Of course we know that Avraham is the paradigmatic מכניס אורחים. When messengers unknown 

to him arrive at his door, he rushes to shower them will all manner of delicacies. If making 

strangers feel welcome is the goal, money is no object. In fact, the Midrash sites this episode as 

the source for the notion that largesse is an enduring symbol of Avraham’s עין טובה – his 

generosity of spirit and his willingness to extend himself. This is the first instance in which we 

find Avraham spending his resources. He naturally gives freely in the fulfillment of his signature 

value.  

 

The next time we find Avraham spending money is in the episode that occupies the first section 

of our parsha. Sarah has passed away. Not being a native of Canaan, Avraham has no family plot 

in which to bury his beloved wife. He enters into a negotiation with the בני חת and the Torah even 

tells us the precise sum Avraham pays: ארבעה מאות שקל כסף עובר לסוחר – four hundred silver 

shekel. Based on our knowledge of the Ancient Near East, this would have been an astronomical 

sum of money.  

 

Finally, and this is the subtlest of the three, Avraham uses his money in his quest to find a bride 

for Yitzchak. The Torah tells us (24:10): 

  ַוּיָָקם ַוּיֵֶל� ֶאל ֲאַרם נֲַהַריִם ֶאל ִעיר נָחֹור:ַוּיִַּקח ָהֶעֶבד ֲעָׂשָרה גְַמִּלים ִמּגְַמֵּלי ֲאדֹנָיו ַוּיֵֶל� ְוָכל טּוב ֲאדֹנָיו ְּביָדֹו 

Then the servant took ten of his master’s camels, taking with him כל טוב – all of his master’s 

bounty! And he made his way to Aram Naharyim, the city of Nachor.  

 

 Rashi says means the rough equivalent of a blank check. For the sake of ensuring כל טוב

Yitzchak’s future, Avraham is willing to part with his entire fortune.  

  

Is there a connection? Is there a common thread that links the three occasions on which the 

Torah tells us how Avraham spends his money?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is this: You'll notice that in each case, Avraham could have achieved 

precisely the same outcome without spending so lavishly and yet he makes a conscious decision 

to put his dollars into play. 

 

• Think about the lengths he goes to entertain his guests. In the end, if they’re angels, they 

don’t need to eat anything at all. And even if Avraham takes them for mortal men, surely 

a cup of water and a morsel of bread would have sufficed. No one would have thought 

less of him. And yet he gives without limit. 

• Now think of his purchase of מערת המכפילה. Something stunning actually happens at the 

beginning of the conversation. Avraham says גר ותושב אנכי עמכם – I’m a resident alien 

among you. On the one hand I’m a תושב. I live here with you in Canaan. And yet I’m a 

 I’m not from here, so I have no land of my own. It’s Avraham’s preface to his interest .גר

in purchasing a burial plot. With this is mind, consider the response of the בני חת: 

 ְּקבֹר ֵמֶת/:יְִכֶלה ִמְּמ/ מִ  ְׁשָמֵענּו ֲאדֹנִי נְִׂשיא ֱא+ִהים ַאָּתה ְּבתֹוֵכנּו ְּבִמְבַחר ְקָבֵרינּו ְקבֹר ֶאת ֵמֶת/ ִאיׁש ִמֶּמּנּו ֶאת ִקְברֹו +א
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You’re like a prince to us! You don’t need to buy the land – we’ll give it to you! 

 

And yet Avraham refuses and pays top dollar for it instead. Again, the desired outcome is 

perfectly achievable without spending the money, but Avraham insists that he pay. 

 

Finally, Avraham is willing to part with everything to find his future daughter-in-law. And yet 

the text makes it plain that it’s not about the money. Yes Lavan takes note of the rings and the 

bracelets. But in the end, he demands no compensation.  

 

  (נ) ַוּיַַען ָלָבן ּוְבתּוֵאל ַוּיֹאְמרּו ֵמיְקָֹוק יָָצא ַהָּדָבר +א נּוַכל ַּדֵּבר ֵאֶלי/ ַרע אֹו טֹוב:

  ֶבן ֲאדֹנֶי/ ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִּדֶּבר יְקָֹוק:(נא) ִהּנֵה ִרְבָקה ְלָפנֶי/ ַקח ָוֵל� ּוְתִהי ִאָּׁשה לְ 

This is surely part of a divine plan. We’re in no position to weigh in. Rivka is free to marry 

Yitzchak.   

 

Surely Avraham could have sent Eliezer with a few gifts as a token of his generosity. Did anyone 

really have expect Avraham to give away the store?  

 

In each case - much less money - or no money at all would have achieved the same results. And 

yet Avraham insists on doing more and spending more because at every turn this gesture sends a 

message: It says: I care. I care more about these visitors; I care more about my wife’s dignity; I 

care more about my son’s future – than I do about dollars and cents. To exceed expectations – to 

go  הדיןלפנים משורת  – is the way of Avraham and the way of the Jewish people. And if my assets 

or my time or my resources represent a piece of me, then I want to use them to demonstrate that 

I’m invested fully in the project at hand.  

 

Today we're blessed to be celebrating Hannah's Bat Mitzvah. And it would be difficult to think 

of a more apropos message. For we know that the world of מצוות is the world of obligation. And 

yet our hopes and aspirations for you, Hannah, are so much more. You come from a family that’s 

never satisfied with what’s required. In Torah, in Tefillah, in Chesed and in Menschilchkeit – 

your parents’ natural state is to go beyond what’s expected of them. Whatever the bar for 

excellence in Jewish life is, I have no doubt you’ll exceed it.  

 

And if you’ll permit me, I want to close with two final thoughts about Avraham’s revolutionary 

message – the first of which applies to some people sitting this room, the second of which 

applies to every person sitting in this room. 

 

As you know, November is membership month at The Jewish Center.  We’re fortunate to be 

operating from a position of strength. Becoming a member is never about the dollars. As a 

policy, we'll never let finances stand in the way of someone joining our shul. And if you don’t 

join, you could argue - as Avraham could have - that the outcome will be the same. The shul will 

go on; davening will be the same whether or not non-members decide to become members. And 

writ large, that may be true. 

 

But when faced with the decision of whether or not to invest, at every turn, Avraham insists on 

becoming a stakeholder. So he goes out of his way to prepare the most lavish feast for his guests 

even though less would have been sufficient; he goes out of his way to pay top dollar for  מערת
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 even though he could have procured it for free. And he goes out of his way to send המכפילה

Eliezer with great treasures for the family of his daughter-in-law-to-be even though a lesser gift 

would have accomplished the same goal. 

 

If you're not yet a member, I encourage you to join – not because it’s required. It’s not. There’s 

no one checking your membership card at the door. Join because it’s not required. Join because 

it’s an opportunity to express your sense of investment in this shul and in this community. The 

moment you do, you'll feel like an insider, a stakeholder, an owner. Becuase you'll have 

demonstrated that you’ve made a conscious choice to be part of something that matters to you.  

 

And finally, I want to encourage you to join the relief effort in the wake of Hurricane Sandy. So 

many of you have already done so much. And the time, energy and dollars that our members 

have committed represent an exceptional 'קידוש ה. But the emails keep pouring in: There are 

individuals, families, shuls, schools, entire neighborhoods that have been devastated. You’ve 

seen the pictures and they’re heart-rending. Last Sunday we held a hugely successful clothing 

drive to benefit hurricane victims on Staten Island. Tomorrow, we’ll be taking volunteers and 

supplies to Long Beach to offer first hand support to people in need. Join us. Not because it’s 

required – and not because it’s expected. But because by so doing you’ll be demonstrating that 

Avraham’s legacy lives on through us – not to meet expectations, but to heroically exceed them 

in all that we do.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


