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“And afterwards Avraham buried Sarah his wife in the 
cave of the field of Machpelah facing Mamre, which 

is Hebron”  
(Bereishit 23:19)

Cave of Machpelah (Tomb of the Patriarchs), Hebron
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 23:1-16
Sarah dies aged 127, in Kiryat Arba, also known as Hebron. After eulogising 
Sarah, Avraham negotiates with the head of the local Hittites, Efron, in order to 
purchase a burial plot for Sarah, Me’arat (Cave of) Hamachpela. They agree a 
price of 400 silver shekels.
Point to Consider: In what way does the spelling of Efron’s name hint at his 
greed? (see Rashi to 23:15) 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 23:17-24:9
Avraham buries Sarah. Avraham asks his servant (understood to be) Eliezer to 
seek a wife for his son Yitzchak, making him take an oath only to select a girl 
from Avraham’s birth town, Charan, rather than from Cana’an. Avraham also 
insists that Yitzchak’s future bride must agree to leave her home to come to the 
Land of Cana’an (later Israel), rather than Yitzchak going to live in Charan.
3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 24:10-26
Eliezer sets out on his journey, with ten camels and presents from Avraham. 
Towards the evening, Eliezer arrives at a well, close to his destination, where he 

Sidra Summary

How to Converse 
with God

Is it not remarkable 
that when we have a 
friend standing on the 
other side of our garden 
fence, we can spend 

hours talking to them about various 
matters of interest, even if the 
friend is not actively participating 
in the conversation and is merely 
listening attentively, yet when we 
stand in prayer, whether at home 
or in the synagogue, speaking to 
God, our thoughts will often break 
off and start drifting? Somehow, 
even when we firmly believe that 
God is listening to all our pleas and 

supplications, concentration can be 
a real challenge.

The requirement to pray three 
times each day, Shacharit, Mincha 
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and Maariv is derived from our three 
patriarchs: Avraham, Yitzchak and 
Yaakov (see Talmud Berachot 26b). 
The fact that Yitzchak instituted 
Mincha, the afternoon prayer, is 
derived from the verse in this week’s 
parasha: ‘And Yitzchak went out 
towards the evening to meditate 
in the field’ (Bereishit 24:63). The 
Hebrew verb used here - ‘lasuach’ 
– is quite unusual and actually quite 
difficult to translate. The Rabbis of 
the Talmud compare it to a parallel 
usage in Tehillim (Psalms 102:1), 
where it seems to be used in the 
context of the prayer of a pauper. 
They declare that ‘sichah’ is a form 
of prayer.

But what sort of prayer is it? And 
why use this strange expression?

Rabbi Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenberg 
(1785-1865) in his commentary on 
the Torah, Haketav VeHakabbalah, 
proposes a surprising and profound 
understanding of the implications of 
this form of prayer. He cites similar 
usages of the word and concludes 
that sichah represents an action 
that is performed by a person, not 
for the sake of the action itself, but 

rather to clear the mind and unload 
it of something that weighs heavily 
upon him. It represents a form of 
speech in which the exact words 
are not so important; simply the 
process of talking to someone with 
a listening ear allows the person 
to externalise and ‘offload’ an inner 
pain or distress.

Similarly, Yitzchak was able to 
achieve this in his relationship with 
God. To him, God was like a true 
friend, someone to whom he could 
release his inner pain and struggle, 
a listening and understanding ear, a 
flask in which to pour his tears.

This highlights a fundamental 
concept of prayer. Our mental 
approach to prayer should be to 
bring ourselves to a place where 
we feel that we can talk to God, 
whenever and wherever we are, 
and that we can verbalise any 
anxiety or distress to Him at any 
time; the prayer itself is a form 
of comfort. We often see etched 
above the Ark of the synagogue, 
the words: ‘Know before Whom 
you stand’. Whilst this is meant 
to conjure up images of grandeur, 
royalty and power and demands 
a certain level of behaviour and 
dignity, it also has a further 
connotation – that God always pays 
attention when we talk to Him. He 
cares about us and understands 
us. It is therefore important to 
remember that no matter where 
you are, whether you are at home 
or in the synagogue, travelling, at 
work or in hospital, a few heartfelt 
words in the right direction - no 
matter what they are or in which 
language they are spoken - are 
received lovingly and attentively by 
our Father in Heaven.

rests the camels. He prays to God to show him a clear 
sign of the identity of Yitzchak’s future bride: the young 
lady who would offer water to Eliezer and his camels. As 
he finishes his prayer, Rivkah appears, with a jug on her 
shoulder, from which, after drawing water from the well, 
she gives Eliezer to drink. She then draws water for all of 
his camels to drink. Eliezer gives her jewellery and asks 
her who she is. Rivkah relates that she is the daughter of 
Betuel, Avraham’s nephew. She grants Eliezer his request 
for a place to sleep.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 24:27-52
Eliezer is amazed that his prayers were answered so 
quickly and exclaims thanks to God. Rivkah runs home 
to tell her family what has happened. On seeing Eliezer’s 
gifts to Rivkah, her brother Lavan runs out to greet him and 
welcomes him in. Eliezer introduces himself and recounts 
the story of his journey. He asks permission to take Rivkah 
as a wife for Yitzchak. Lavan and Betuel agree.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 24:53-67
Eliezer gives more jewellery, as well as gold and silver 
vessels, to Rivkah. He gives her family delicious fruit 
(Rashi). They eat and drink together, and Eliezer stays 
overnight. The next morning, Lavan and his mother ask 
for Rivkah to stay with them longer before leaving. Eliezer 
is insistent and Rivkah agrees to go immediately. Rivkah 
meets Yitzchak in the Negev, where he brings her into his 
mother Sarah’s tent.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 25:1-11
Avraham marries Ketura, whom the Midrash identifies 
as Hagar. Their descendants are listed. Avraham dies, 
aged 175. He is buried by Yitzchak and Yishmael, also in 
Me’arat Hamachpela, next to Sarah.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 25:12-18
Yishmael’s descendants are listed. He dies, aged 137.

… a few heartfelt 
words in the right 
direction - no matter 
what they are or in 
which language they 
are spoken - are 
received lovingly and 
attentively by our 
Father in Heaven.



At the start of this 
week’s sidra, Avraham 
searches for an 
appropriate burial place 
for his wife, Sarah, 

who has just passed away. The Torah 
records a lengthy exchange between 
Avraham, the sons of Heth and a 
Hittite called Ephron as they discuss 
the sale of the land (Bereishit 23:3-20).

On the face of it, Ephron is 
courteous, even offering the land 
for free, apparently because of the 
esteem in which Avraham is held.

Rashi (1040-1105) does not buy 
Ephron’s fake humility for a second, 
seeing it as a sly ploy to extend the 
bargaining and drive up the ultimate 
price Avraham will pay. Rashi 
writes that Ephron was a man who 
“promised much but did not do even a 
little” (Rashi, ibid v.16).

The implication is clear: we 
should not be like Ephron. We should 
instead emulate Avraham, who was 
renowned for doing the opposite – 
promising little but doing much.

This thought encouraged me to 
ask another question. When we 
speak publicly, how much should we 
say, and when is it best to keep our 
thoughts to ourselves?

In my role as Communications 
Director for the United Synagogue, 
one of the questions I am often 
asked is to what extent rabbis and 
community leaders should engage 
with social media and the press. 

Should a rabbi open a Twitter account 
and start sharing with the world his 
every thought – and what he had for 
breakfast?

The opportunities are numerous: 
why wait for congregants to come to 
shul on Shabbat when you can tell 
them on Facebook what you think 
about the gas crisis? So too with the 
press: why should the Chair of a shul 
not call the Jewish Chronicle to give a 
juicy quote on a story – any story – if 
it gets their community talked about in 
the news?

Headline chasing is a trap and will 
usually come back to bite you; while 
social media and newspapers present 
opportunities for engagement, the 
challenges of both are considerable. 
It is easy for your thoughts to be 
misconstrued on social media or for 
you to be dragged into a public spat. 
Given its addictive nature, some argue 
social media falls foul of the Jewish 
principle of bittul zman – wasting 
precious time which could be better 
spent elsewhere.

Traditional media can be equally 
unforgiving – a less-than-scrupulous 
journalist might deliberately misquote 
you or your organisation and lead to 
a PR crisis that will demand hours of 
your time.

The answer, I feel, is moderation. 
Planned interventions, with the 
relevant support, can reap large 
rewards. Social media offers 
unparalleled possibilities for shuls 

to engage with their members in 
real time and on a platform they are 
already on. Shul Facebook groups, 
for example, enable communities to 
promote events and share information. 
YouTube lets the rabbi beam his 
sermon direct to congregants to 
watch at a time to suit them. A 
well-curated Instagram channel can 
engage our young members in a way 
a Shabbat morning service might 
not be able to. A positive article in a 
Jewish newspaper might attract new 
members to join your community.

Perhaps Avraham can teach us 
another lesson here as we navigate 
this tightrope: Pirkei Avot (Ethics 
of our Fathers, 5:19) notes that “a 
humble spirit” was one of Avraham’s 
traits. If we adopt this approach 
during our engagements with the 
press, we will not go far wrong.

In memory of Malka bat Peretz z"l

The Communication 
Tightrope
by Richard Verber, Communications Director, United Synagogue



In memory of Avraham ben Yehoshua z"l

Haftarah
This section of the Book of Melachim (Kings) relates the 
attempt by Adoniyah, the older son of King David, to 
establish himself as David’s successor. Queen Batsheva 

and Natan the Prophet manage to foil this plot, by warning 
King David, who reasserts his younger son Shlomo’s 
(Solomon) right to succeed him.

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services  
and Registrar of the London Beth Din

Alexandria’s ancient 
Jewish community 
during Greco-Roman 
times has been the 
subject of the past two 

articles in this series. In this article 
we will deal with two significant 
literary events in this unique 
community.

The translation of the Hebrew 
Bible into Greek (known as the 
Septuagint) was a major milestone 
in the development of Western 
culture. This event is covered in 
numerous religious Jewish and 
secular texts and there are major 
differences in the versions, both 
about the background leading to the 
translation and with regard to the 
Jewish reaction to it.

In one of the earliest versions, the 
‘Letter of Aristeas’ (later echoed by 
the accounts of Josephus and Philo 
of Alexandria), King Ptolemy II of 
Egypt, who reigned from 283 to 246 
BCE, was persuaded by the Chief 
Librarian of the Alexandria Library to 
summon 72 elders from Jerusalem to 
undertake this translation. They were 
treated with great reverence and the 
local Jewish community regarded the 
process as a badge of honour for the 

Jews, so much so that Philo claimed 
that the Jews annually celebrated 
the anniversary of its completion.

The account in the Talmud 
(Megillah 9a) is far less celebratory, 
although in this version the rabbis 
all miraculously gave identical 
translations despite being isolated 
from each other during the process.

In his account, Ptolemy gathered 
72 Jewish elders and put them into 
72 separate rooms without telling 
them why he had assembled them. 
He then separately asked each elder 
to write a translation of the Torah, 
and God placed wisdom into the 
heart of each one so that they each 
wrote an identical version, not only 
insofar as they translated the text in 
the same way, but also by avoiding 
heretical misunderstandings by 
making the same slight changes to 
the text.

However, other versions regard 
the translation as an unmitigated 
disaster, as the Torah, with its 
different dimensions and esoteric 
secrets, loses so much in translation. 
This view is reflected in the Shulchan 
Aruch, which notes that, “On the 
eighth of Tevet, the Torah was 
translated into Greek during the days 

of King Ptolemy and for three days 
there was darkness in the world” 
(Orach Chaim 580:2).

The aforementioned Philo of 
Alexandria was born in Alexandria 
towards the end of the first century 
BCE and lived there until his death 
around 50 CE. The city was by then 
under Roman rule. He is regarded 
as a prominent Hellenistic Jewish 
philosopher who attempted to fuse 
Greek philosophy with Biblical 
teachings. Whether he fully 
succeeded in this venture has been 
the subject of much debate over 
time and some would argue that his 
teachings were more influential in 
the development of Christianity than 
in traditional Judaism.

In his writings, he recalls a trip to 
Jerusalem to offer sacrifices in the 
Second Temple. 

He was also a staunch defender of 
Judaism and the Jewish community 
of Alexandria. He lived through the 
riots in Alexandria between the 
Greek and Jewish communities in 38 
and 40 CE and headed a delegation 
to Emperor Caligula in Rome to 
advocate for his community.

This concludes our brief look at 
the Jewish community of Alexandria.

Part Five: 
Alexandria III



In memory of Harav Binyamin ben Harav Shalom z"l

In the last chapter, 
we read about 
the anti-climactic 
coronation of Shaul 
(Saul). However, in 

this chapter, Shaul will prove himself 
worthy of being king. Nachash, 
king of Ammon, besieges the city 
of Yavesh-Gilead. The people offer 
to make peace with him, which 
is effectively an act of surrender. 
In a strange turn of events, the 
Ammonite king grants the people 
of Yavesh-Gilead one week to send 
out messengers throughout Israel to 
seek help. It is odd that the enemy 
would allow time for the city to 
defend itself. Ralbag (Rabbi Levi 
ben Gershon, 1288-1344) explains 
that Nachash actually wanted to go 
to war with the whole of Israel, in 
order to take their land. 

Word comes to the tribe of 
Binyamin. They report the matter 
to Shaul 1 who becomes angry. 
He cuts a pair of oxen into pieces, 
sending the pieces all around the 
land, as a call to arms. The message 
is clear: whoever does not come to 
wage battle against Ammon with 
me will have this done to his cattle. 
The text states: “the spirit of God 
passed over Shaul” (1 Shmuel 11:6), 

1 Interestingly, Shaul hears of this as he “came in from his field behind his oxen” (1 Shmuel 11:5). This indicates that, despite being crowned 
king in the previous chapter, Shaul has continued life as normal.

2 See Shofetim Chapter 21 to understand the reasons behind the reluctance of the Children of Israel to protect the people of Yavesh-Gilead, 
due to their refusal to gather against Binyamin in the tragic incident of the concubine of Giva and the subsequent civil war.

perhaps hinting that Shaul would 
not have responded this way on his 
own.

Indeed, we are told that “a dread 
of God fell upon the people and they 
went forth as one man” (ibid 11:7). 
The people heed Shaul’s call to arms 
in unity. This is very positive when 
we consider the disharmony and 
strife that characterised the events 
in the previous book, Shofetim 
(Judges). However, it appears that 
the unity of the nation was neither 
due to their eagerness to serve their 
new king, nor to protect their fellow 
Jew. Rather, it was out of fear. 
This adds a negative aspect to the 
situation. 2

Under Shaul’s leadership the 
Jewish people are victorious in 
the ensuing battle. This cements 
Shaul’s position as king of Israel. 

In fact, the people even call for an 
execution of all those who doubted 
and ridiculed Shaul. However, Shaul 
responds: “Let no man be put to 
death this day, for today God has 
wrought salvation” (ibid 11:13). 
Shaul simultaneously establishes 
his authority, appears merciful and 
correctly attributes victory in battle 
to God. 

The chapter ends with Shaul 
being crowned before the entire 
nation in Gilgal. This is Shaul’s 
third coronation. He was previously 
coronated privately (see the start of 
Chapter 10) and publicly (see the end 
of the chapter). At the culmination 
of this third coronation, the text 
states: “Shaul and all the people 
of Israel rejoiced exceedingly” (ibid 
11:15), showing that everyone finally 
accepts him as king.

Overall, this is a very positive 
opening to Shaul’s reign as king. 
The people’s request for a king 
was driven by their desire to have 
someone lead them in war. Whilst 
their main enemy in this period 
is the Philistines, the battle with 
Ammon can be seen as a “dress 
rehearsal”. Shaul’s victory indicates 
that he has the necessary qualities 
to succeed against the Philistines. 

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 11:  
Battle with Ammon
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and  
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

Shaul simultaneously 
establishes his 
authority, appears 
merciful and correctly 
attributes victory in 
battle to God. 
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