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Making Every Day Count

Sarah’s Blueprint for Meaningful Living

Dedicated in loving memory of Susan Moses on the occasion of her yahrtzeit, 16 Cheshvan
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Sarah dies at age 127 and is buried in the Machpelah

Cave in Hebron, which Abraham purchases from
Ephron the Hittite for four hundred shekels of silver.

Abraham’s servant Eliezer is sent, laden with gifts, to
Charan, to find a wife for Isaac. At the village well,
Eliezer asks G-d for a sign: when the maidens come
to the well, he will ask for some water to drink; the
woman who will offer to give his camels to drink as
well shall be the one destined for his master’s son.

Rebecca, the daughter of Abraham’s nephew Bethuel,
appears at the well and passes the “test” Eliezer is
invited to their home, where he repeats the story of
the day’s events. Rebecca returns with Eliezer to the
land of Canaan, where they encounter Isaac praying
in the field. Isaac marries Rebecca, loves her, and is
comforted over the loss of his mother.

Abraham takes a new wife, Keturah (Hagar), and
fathers six additional sons, but Isaac is designated as
his only heir. Abraham dies at age 175 and is buried
beside Sarah by his two eldest sons, [saac and Ishmael.
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Isaac and Rebecca endure twenty childless years, until
their prayers are answered and Rebecca conceives.
She experiences a difficult pregnancy as the “children
struggle inside her”; G-d tells her that “there are two
nations in your womb,” and that the younger will
prevail over the elder.

Esau emerges first; Jacob is born clutching Esau’s heel.
Esau grows up to be “a cunning hunter, a man of the
field”; Jacob is “a wholesome man,” a dweller in the
tents of learning. Isaac favors Esau; Rebecca loves
Jacob. Returning exhausted and hungry from the hunt
one day, Esau sells his birthright (his rights as the
firstborn) to Jacob for a pot of red lentil stew.

In Gerar, in the land of the Philistines, Isaac presents
Rebecca as his sister, out of fear that he will be killed
by someone coveting her beauty. He farms the land,
reopens the wells dug by his father Abraham, and digs
a series of his own wells: over the first two there is
strife with the Philistines, but the waters of the third
well are enjoyed in tranquility.
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Esau marries two Hittite women. Isaac grows old and
blind, and expresses his desire to bless Esau before he
dies. While Esau goes off to hunt for his father’s favorite
food, Rebecca dresses Jacob in Esau’s clothes, covers his
arms and neck with goatskins to simulate the feel of
his hairter brother, prepares a similar dish, and sends
Jacob to his father. Jacob receives his father’s blessings
for “the dew of the heaven and the fat of the land” and
mastery over his brother. When Esau returns and the
deception is revealed, all Isaac can do for his weeping
son is to predict that he will live by his sword, and that
when Jacob falters, the younger brother will forfeit his
supremacy over the elder.

Jacob leaves home for Charan to flee Esau’s wrath
and to find a wife in the family of his mother’s brother,
Laban. Esau marries a third wife—Machalath, the
daughter of Ishmael.
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The Life of Sarah

A Remarkable Life
TEXT 1

Bereishit (Genesis) 23:1-2
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And the life of Sarah was one hundred years and
twenty years and seven years; these were the years of

the life of Sarah.

And Sarah died in Kiriat Arba, which is Hebron, in the
land of Canaan, and Abraham came to eulogize Sarah
and to bewail her.
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Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki
(Rashi)

1040-1105

Most noted biblical and
Talmudic commentator.
Born in Troyes, France,
Rashi studied in the famed
yeshivot of Mainz and
Worms. His commentaries
on the Pentateuch and

the Talmud, which focus
on the straightforward
meaning of the text, appear
in virtually every edition

of the Talmud and Bible.
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Rashi, ad loc.
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“And the life of Sarah was one hundred years and
twenty years and seven years.” The reason that the
word “years” was written after every numeral is to
tell you that every numeral is to be expounded upon
individually: when she was one hundred years old,
she was like a twenty-year-old regarding sin. Just
as a twenty-year-old has not sinned, because she is
not liable to punishment, so, too, when she was one
hundred years old, she was without sin. And when she
was twenty, she was like a seven-year-old in beauty.

“The years of the life of Sarah.” All of them equal-
ly good.
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Bereishit (Genesis) 24:1
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And Abraham was old, advanced in days, and G-d

blessed Abraham with everything.

Zohar, vol. 1,129b
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“And Abraham was old, advanced in days, and G-d

blessed Abraham with everything.”
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Zohar

The seminal work of kabbalah,
Jewish mysticism. The Zohar
is a mystical commentary on
the Torah, written in Aramaic
and Hebrew. According

to the Arizal, the Zohar
contains the teachings of
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai,
who lived in the Land of Israel
during the 2nd century. The
Zohar has become one of

the indispensable texts of
traditional Judaism, alongside
and nearly equal in stature

to the Mishnah and Talmud.
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Rabbi Yehudah opened up and said, “Happy is the
man You choose and bring near to dwell in Your court-
yards.” This verse is explained, and praised is the man
whose ways are correct before G-d, and he is desirable,
so that G-d will desire to bring him close.

Come and see: Abraham was brought close to Him,
and he desired the closeness of G-d all day. Abraham
was not brought close to G-d for one day or on one
occasion, but rather by his actions he grew closer to
G-d for all his days, progressing from level to level until
he reached lofty heights.

This, then, is the explanation of our verse. When Abra-
ham “was old” and reached extremely lofty levels in
his relationship with G-d, he was “advanced in days,”
(lit., “He came with his days”)—he brought with him
all his lofty days, the days of faith he experienced over
the course of his life. “And G-d blessed Abraham with
everything,” that these days of faith became the source
of all blessing and goodness in Abraham’s life.
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, Shulchan Aruch HaRav 328:2
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If someone is so sick that their life is in danger, it is a
mitzvah to violate the Shabbat for their sake.

Whoever rushes to violate the Shabbat in this way
is praiseworthy; whoever hesitates to ask whether it
Is permitted, it is as if he spills innocent blood. Fur-
thermore, the Rabbi who is asked this question is
dishonored by it, since he should have taught his entire
community that it is permitted to violate the Shabbat
to save a life.

Even in a situation where there’s only a chance that
a life will be saved, Shabbat is overridden, as the
verse states, “These are my commandments that man
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Rabbi Shneur

Zalman of Liadi

(Alter Rebbe)

1745-1812

Chasidic rebbe, halachic
authority, and founder of
the Chabad movement. The
Alter Rebbe was born in
Liozna, Belarus, and was
among the principal students
of the Magid of Mezeritch.
His numerous works include
the Tanya, an early classic
containing the fundamentals
of Chabad Chasidism, and
Shulchan Aruch HaRav,

an expanded and reworked
code of Jewish law.



Babylonian Talmud

A literary work of monumental
proportions that draws upon
the legal, spiritual, intellectual,
ethical, and historical
traditions of Judaism. The 37
tractates of the Babylonian
Talmud contain the teachings
of the Jewish sages from the
period after the destruction

of the Second Temple through
the Sth century CE. It has
served as the primary vehicle
for the transmission of the
Oral Law and the education

of Jews over the centuries;

it is the entry point for all
subsequent legal, ethical, and
theological Jewish scholarship.
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should keep and live by them” [Vayikra (Leviticus)
18:5]. Why does it say, “live by them?” To teach us
that a mitzvah should always be performed when
there is a certainty for life, and it should never bring
to a predicament that can lead to a question of death.

Talmud Tractate Yoma, 85a
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“If you find him alive, you must rescue him, but if he is
dead, you must leave him.”

“If you found him alive” is obvious! [Why is the Mish-
nah repeating itself?]

But no, this repetition is indeed necessary, to teach us
that even if the person we are rescuing will live only for
a short time, we must still break the laws of Shabbat
and rescue him.
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Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Beit Habechirah to Yoma, ad loc.

Rabbi Menachem Meiri
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Talmudist and author. Meiri

IMNIW DNX YW 190X NP5 19 IWOK *NW I2NIW D DY was born in Provence, France.
His monumental work, Beit

AT 1353 W YW Habechirah, summarizes in

a lucid style the discussions
of the Talmud along with the
commentaries of the major
subsequent rabbis. Despite

We begin to rescue him and check his breath to find
. . - . its stature, the work was
that he is still alive, and we are obligated to complete |55 = Ve
our rescue. This is so even if it is clear to us that he 8emerations, andthus has had
ess influence on subsequent
will not survive the hour. In that one hour, he may halachic development.
have an opportunity to return to G-d and confess his

transgressions before his Creator.

Zohar, vol. I, 129b
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Glad are those who have mastered returning to G-d,
for in one hour, one day, one moment, they are drawn
close to G-d in a way that the completely righteous are
unable to accomplish in several years.
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Rabbi Yisrael Meir
Hakohen Kagan
(Chafetz Chayim)
1839-1933

Pre-WWII Polish halachist
and ethicist. Rabbi Kagan
was the dean of the illustrious
yeshiva in Radin, Poland. A
prolific author on topics of
halachah and ethical behavior,
he is often called Chafetz
Chayim after his first work,
a comprehensive digest of
laws pertaining to ethical
speech. His magnum opus,
on which he worked for 28
years, is Mishnah Berurah,
a concise commentary

on the first section of the
Shulchan Aruch. He also
authored Bi'ur Halachah

on the Shulchan Aruch and
numerous other works.
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Rabbi Yisrael Meir Hakohen of Radin, Biur
Halachah to Orach Chayim 329:4
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The Meiri writes, on Tractate Yoma, “In that one
hour, he may have an opportunity to return to G-d
and confess his transgressions before his Creator.”

The reality is that this explanation of the reason why
we violate Shabbat to save a person on the brink of
death is simply a reasoning offered for the law. As a
matter of practical legal decision, however, whether or
not we rescue the individual does not depend on the
mitzvot they are destined to perform; the logic is not
predicated on the assumption that we set aside one
mitzvah (that is, Shabbat) for the sake of many other
mitzvot. Rather, it is simply that a Jewish life takes
precedence over all other commandments.
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As Samuel [in the Talmud] learns from the verse, “and
live by them,” and as Maimonides writes in Chapter
Two of the Laws of Shabbat: The dictates of Torah
never bring vengeance but rather bring mercy, kind-
ness, and peace into the world.

Rabbi Shimon ben Tzemach Duran, Tashbatz 1:54
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We violate the Shabbat even to extend a person’s life
for a short time, because saving a life is great in the
eyes of G-d. To save a life for even a moment longer is
more precious to G-d than Shabbat, which is compared
to the entire Torah.

Rashi to Tractate Sanhedrin, 74a
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Rabbi Shimon ben
Tzemach Duran
(Rashbatz)

c. 1361-1444

Physician, poet, rabbi, and
philosopher. Duran was

a student of philosophy,
astronomy, mathematics, and
especially of medicine, which
he practiced for a number of
years in Palma, Spain. He left
Spain in the aftermath of the
1391 massacres and moved
to Algiers, where, in addition
to practicing medicine, he
later became the chief rabbi.
Among his many works is
Magen Avot, a philosophical
commentary on Tractate Avot.
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When the Merciful One tells us to transgress because
of “and live by them,” it is because a Jewish soul is
precious in His eyes.
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Sefer Hachinuch, Mitzvah 16
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Sefer Hachinuch

A work on the biblical
commandments. Four aspects
of every mitzvah are discussed
in this work: the definition of
the mitzvah,; ethical lessons
that can be deduced from

the mitzvah; basic laws
pertaining to the observance
of the mitzvah; and who is
obligated to perform the
mitzvah, and when. The work
was composed in the 13th
century by an anonymous
author who refers to himself
as “the Levite of Barcelona.”
It has been widely thought
that this referred to Rabbi
Aharon Halevi of Barcelona
(Re’ah); however, this view
has been contested.
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Know that a person is conditioned by his own actions;
his heart and thoughts always follow after the actions
that he does, whether good or bad. And even he who
at heart is a complete sinner and desires only evil, if
his spirit shall be enlightened and he will put his efforts
and actions to persist in Torah and mitzvot—even if
not for the sake of Heaven—he shall immediately be
swayed to the good.

And from that which is not for its own sake comes that
which is for its own sake; for the hearts are drawn after
the actions. [ The opposite is also true: | A person can be
perfectly righteous and his or her heart straight and in-
nocent, desiring of Torah and mitzvot. Yet, if he or she
shall constantly deal with improper things, you could
compare it to someone who was forced by the king
to work a wicked craft: if he or she constantly works
in that wicked craft—eventually, from a righteous
place, they will have become completely evil. For it is
a demonstrable truth that every person is conditioned
by his actions, as has been stated.

The sages, may their memory be blessed, said about
this, “G-d wanted to grant merits to Israel, therefore he
gave them many laws and commandments,” to occupy

all of our thoughts and all our deeds, to benefit us in
the World to Come.
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Rabbi Yisrael Baal Shem Tov, Tzavaat Harivash 1:1
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One should be sincere and consistent in their divine
service. The main thing is not to forget to learn from
ethical works every day, whether a large amount or a
little. One should also always seek to attach him- or
herself to good character traits and upright behavior,
and not allow any day to pass without performing a
mitzvah, whether small or large. You should remem-
ber that it says, “Be cautious with a light mitzvah
as you are with a strenuous one.” one” [Ethics of the
Fathers 2:1]. Read “cautious” (zahir) as “illuminating”
(zohar)—that is, your soul is illuminated by a light
mitzvah just as it is by a strenuous one, for G-d destres
the heart.
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Rabbi Yisrael

Baal Shem Tov

(Besht)

1698-1760

Founder of the Chasidic
movement. Born in Slutsk,
Belarus, the Baal Shem Tov
was orphaned as a child.

He served as a teacher’s
assistant and clay digger
before founding the Chasidic
movement and revolutionizing
the Jewish world with his
emphasis on prayer, joy,

and love for every Jew,
regardless of his or her

level of Torah knowledge.
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Siddur

The siddur is the Jewish
prayer book. It was originally
developed by the sages of
the Great Assembly in the
4th century BCE, and later
reconstructed by Rabban
Gamliel after the destruction
of the Second Temple.
Various authorities continued
to add prayers, from then
until contemporary times.

It includes praise of G-d,
requests for personal and
national needs, selections

of the Bible, and much else.
Various Jewish communities
have slightly different
versions of the siddur.

Remember that it is said, “One who keeps a mitzvah
will never know from evil” Read “keeps” as “awaits”;
that is, you should await the opportunity to perform
a mitzvah from evening until morning, as the verse

states, “G-d is kind all day.”

Siddur, Modeh Ani
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I give thanks before You, living and eternal King, that

You have returned my soul to me with mercy. Great is
Your faith!

Siddur, Birchat Keriat Shema
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The angels offer sweet melodies to the blessed G-d,
to the Almighty King, living and abiding; they recite
songs and pronounce praise, for He alone is exalted
and holy, performing mighty deeds, bringing about
innovation, the master of wars. He sows righteousness,
causes deliverance to sprout forth, and creates cures.
He is awesome in praise, the Master of wonders Who
in His goodness renews every day, continuously, the
work of creation.

Zohar, vol. 3, 84b
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“For six days you shall work.” work” [Shemot (Exo-
dus) 20:9]. What is the work of the six days? Said
Rabbi Yosi, the verse literally says, “Six days did G-d
create the Heaven and the Earth,” rather than “in six
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days.” This establishes that every single day has its
own unique work.

Rabbeinu Bechaye to Bereishit 23:1

Rabbeinu Bechaye
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c. 1265-1340
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philosophical, and kabbalistic
levels. Rabbeinu Bechaye also

wrote Kad Hakemach, a work -~ As the Midrash explains, “A hundred years and twenty
on philosophy and ethics.
years and seven years. When she was a hundred, she
was as twenty in sin, and when she was twenty she
was as seven in beauty.”

The meaning of this comparison is that her beauty
waxed and grew when she was twenty, which is
normally the time of stable adulthood, just like a
seven-year-old is still growing. The days of a human
being are divided into youth, adulthood, and old age.
Youth is a time of growth and ascension, adulthood is
normally a time of stability at one level, and old age is
a time of withering and descent.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson,
Likutet Sichot 35, pp. 92-93
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Rabbi Menachem
Mendel Schneerson
1902-1994

The towering Jewish leader
of the 20th century, known
as “the Lubavitcher Rebbe,”
or simply as “the Rebbe.”
Born in southern Ukraine,
the Rebbe escaped Nazi-
occupied Europe, arriving
in the U.S. in June 1941. The
Rebbe inspired and guided
the revival of traditional
Judaism after the European
devastation, impacting
virtually every Jewish
community the world over.
The Rebbe often emphasized
that the performance of
just one additional good
deed could usher in the era
of Mashiach. The Rebbe’s
scholarly talks and writings
have been printed in more
than 200 volumes.
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It seems very strange: How is it possible that all 127
years of Sarah’s life were equal in goodness? Cer-
tainly we cannot compare her state and standing in
Ur Kasdim or Charan to that following her arrival in
“the land that I shall show you,” which was spiritu-
ally much loftier. Contrarily, her 127 years included
the time spent in the house of Pharaoh and the house
of Avimelech!

Rather, the explanation is, at the simple level, that “the
life of Sarah,” the name of our parsha, implies those
matters in which Sarah was truly alive. And it was in
these matters that her years were equal in goodness
for all her days, like the Zohar about Abraham that
says each and every one of his days was perfect in the

worship of G-d.
The “life of Sarah” in truth refers not to her bodily life,

sleeping and eating or the like. It was not in these mat-
ters that Sarah was truly alive. Certainly, the undesir-
able aspects of dwelling in the house of Pharaoh and
the house of Avimelech were not part of the true “life
of Sarah,” and on the contrary, these things caused her
much pain.

Instead, the true “life of Sarah” is her spiritual life. . . .
This sort of life, the spiritual life, was equal for Sarah
every moment she was on this earth.

And indeed, this is the lesson of the first verse of our
parsha—that even though the days and years of our
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matriarch Sarah included many distinctions and differ-
ences in her state and standing, the true “life of Sarah”
was consistent all her days; they were all equally good.
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