
Chayei Sarah on Chesed, Kindness 

 A GUIDE FOR STUDENTS AND FAMILIES



 
Parashat Chayyei Sarah is most notable for its two major examples of chesed. First, Abraham hastens
to bury Sarah after her death. Our patriarch’s loving response is a clear example of chesed shel emet,
a true act of kindness - an act one does without expectation of thanks in return; an act that is done
simply because it’s the right thing to do. 

Introduction: 

בראשית כ״ג:ב׳
ה ְוִלְבּכָֹתּֽה׃ ָר֖ ם ִלְסּפֹ֥ד ְלׂשָ ָנַ֑ען וַיָּבֹא֙ ַאְבָרָה֔ ֶאֶ֣רץ ּכְ ֛ע ִה֥וא ֶחְב֖רֹון ּבְ ִקְריַ֥ת ַאְרּבַ ָר֗ה ּבְ ׇ֣מת ׂשָ ב) וַּתָ

 

Genesis 23:2
בראשית כ״ג:ב׳

ה ְוִלְבּכָֹתּֽה׃ ָר֖ ם ִלְסּפֹ֥ד ְלׂשָ ָנַ֑ען וַיָּבֹא֙ ַאְבָרָה֔ ֶאֶ֣רץ ּכְ ֛ע ִה֥וא ֶחְב֖רֹון ּבְ ִקְריַ֥ת ַאְרּבַ ָר֗ה ּבְ ׇ֣מת ׂשָ ב) וַּתָ
 

Genesis 23:2
(2) Sarah died in Kiriath-arba—now Hebron—in the land of Canaan; and Abraham proceeded to
mourn for Sarah and to bewail her.

Afterward, we meet young Rebecca, a paragon of virtue, of mentschlikeit. Here we understand
Rebecca’s kindness to extend well-beyond simply being nice or even hospitable. Through her
chesed, Rebecca draws in Eliezer with her sweet welcome, her kindness, her warmth - her ability to
connect with him. 

בראשית כ״ד:י״ז-כ׳
ּה ּ֛ה ַעל־יָָד֖ ּדָ ַמֵה֗ר וַּתֶֹ֧רד ּכַ ֵת֣ה ֲאדִֹנ֑י וַּתְ ְך׃ (יח) וַּתֹ֖אֶמר ׁשְ ֽ ּדֵ יז) וַיׇָּ֥רץ ָהֶעֶ֖בד ִלְקָראָתּ֑ה וַיֹּ֕אֶמר ַהְגִמיִא֥יִני ָנ֛א ְמַעט־ַמִ֖ים ִמּכַ

ׇ֥רץ ֶקת וַּתָ ֹ֔ ּה֙ ֶאל־ַהׁשּ ּדָ ַע֤ר ּכַ ַמֵה֗ר וַּתְ ּתֹֽת׃ (כ) וַּתְ וּ ִלׁשְ ּל֖ ב ַע֥ד ִאם־ּכִ ָא֔ ֙יָך֙ ֶאׁשְ קֹתֹ֑ו וַּתֹ֗אֶמר ּגַ֤ם ִלְגַמּלֶ ַכ֖ל ְלַהׁשְ ֵקֽהוּ׃ (יט) וַּתְ ׁשְ וַּתַ
יו׃ ַמּלָֽ ַא֖ב ְלׇכל־ּגְ ׁשְ אֹ֑ב וַּתִ ֵא֖ר ִלׁשְ עֹ֛וד ֶאֽל־ַהּבְ

 
 

Genesis 24:17-20
The servant ran toward her and said, “Please, let me sip a little water from your jar.” (18) “Drink, (17)

my ETERNAL,” she said, and she quickly lowered her jar upon her hand and let him drink. (19) When
she had let him drink his fill, she said, “I will also draw for your camels, until they finish drinking.”

(20) Quickly emptying her jar into the trough, she ran back to the well to draw, and she drew for all
.his camels

 
Maybe even more impressive is the effort Rebecca exerts to water Abraham’s ten camels that have
accompanied Eliezer on the journey. Now, there are three fun facts you need to know that
underscore just how amazing Rebecca is. First, a thirsty camel drinks 40-50 gallons of water. 
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How would you describe the purpose of Micah 6:8? 
What does our world look like when we “love kindness”?

What might happen if we removed acts of loving-kindness from this foundation upon which the
world is built? 

מיכה ו׳:ח׳
ֶכת ִעם־ֱאלֶֹהֽיָך׃ {ס) ֶסד ְוַהְצֵנַ֥ע ֶל֖ ט֙ ְוַאֲ֣הַבת ֶח֔ ּפָ ֣י ִאם־ֲעׂשֹ֤ות ִמׁשְ ָך֗ ּכִ ֥יד ְלָך֛ ָאָד֖ם ַמה־ּטֹ֑וב וָּמֽה־ְיֹהוָ֞ה ּדֹוֵרׁ֣ש ִמּמְ ח) ִהּגִ

Micah 6:8
(8) “God has told you, O human, what is good,
And what the ETERNAL requires of you:
Only to do justice
And to love kindness,
And to walk modestly with your God.

משנה אבות א׳:ב׳
ה ְדָבִרים ָהעֹוָלם עֹוֵמד, ַעל ַהּתֹוָרה ְוַעל ָהֲעבֹוָדה ְוַעל לׁשָ דֹוָלה. הוּא ָהיָה אֹוֵמר, ַעל ׁשְ יֵָרי ְכֶנֶסת ַהּגְ ְ יק ָהיָה ִמׁשּ ּדִ ְמעֹון ַהּצַ ׁשִ

ִמילוּת ֲחָסִדים :ּגְ
    
Pirkei Avot 1:2
Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the men of the great assembly. He used to say: the
world stands upon three things: the Torah, sacred worship & service, and the practice of acts of
lovingkindness.

 
 

Second, the clay jug that Rebekah likely carried could carry about 3 gallons of water. And third, a
gallon of water weighs about 8 lbs. So, if we do the math, ten camels drink 500 gallons of water
which is about 4000 lbs. Amazing strength Rebecca had. And if Rebecca could only carry 3 lbs of
water at a time, she must have drawn water over 1300 times to get the job done. Wow! That’s truly
audacious hospitality! In fact, Eliezer sees in her amazing superpower chesed, a sign from God that
Rebecca is the perfect match for Isaac.

We are grateful to spotlight a local artist, Lois Rosenthal.

 
 

Sacred Text(s) on the Significance of Kindness
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Commentaries on Chesed
 

What are ways one can best practice chesed shel emet? 

What sort of harm could possibly come from acts of kindness and mercy? 
How do we prevent such harm? 

In what ways is chesed more than basic acts of loving-kindness? 
Why are listening and paying attention such important components of chesed? 

The kindness which is shown to those who are dead, that is true kindness, for one does not look
forward to repayment. (Rashi)

1.

When dealing kindly with a person in life, one cannot know whether it was truly kindness, for many
times that which one thinks is an act of mercy and kindness results in harm. But the mercy one
shows to the dead is always true mercy because this is loving-kindness which the dead truly require
and it therefore cannot result in harm or evil. (Rabbi Joseph ben Wolf Kranz, the Maggid of Dubno
(1740-1894, Poland)

1.
2.

When we're tempted to contract, or withdraw, or tune out, or act out, chesed helps us stay lovingly
connected to ourselves and to others. Chesed keeps us in the flow of life. It infuses our actions
towards others and ourselves with a little more love, a little more kindness. (Rabbi Marc Margolius,
Institute for Jewish Spirituality, Awareness in Action: Chesed)

1.
2.

Artistic Expression as a Practice of
Lovingkindness

 

How is artistic expression a conduit to kindness? 

As we emerge from our cocoons, we return to a different world while adapting to the new norm.
Kindness and art will help in this return...Support each other with loving words; even spread the
support and love to strangers. Embrace your children and tell them you love them. Show them the
love. For love will grow if it is shown. Art is a form of love on its own. During Covid, I vowed to
myself to be more open to the world through showing more of my art, vision and talents. It is a way
of how I spread my love to my community and my fellow human being through my love for art, and
sharing the art that springs out of my creativity. Art also has proven to brighten up moods and make
one more fulfilled. For engaging in a creative activity helps stimulate brain cells growth, and art can
ensure wellness for ages to come. Engage in the arts and let art relax you and relieve the stress that
wears you down. Hence, the best way to get your artistic and creative juices flowing is by taking an
art class. (Vian Shamounki Borchert)
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Chesed in Visual Storytelling

Chesed and Omanut (Arts & Crafts)
 

Choosing to feel and/or hear another person’s pain or hurt.
Choosing to act to heal that person’s pain or hurt.
Doing the above without any expectation of reward or calculation

Chesed is not simply kindness. Explain.
Describe how visual storytelling can serve to convey the power of chesed. 

Click here to view Hanan Harchol’s visual story: KINDNESS 'Chesed' (Jewish Food For Thought, by
Hanan Harchol)

What is Chesed? Excerpted from Rabbi Leora Kaye’s study guide on Harchol’s Chesed:  

Hanan titled his animation Kindness for the purpose of accessibility, but the theme of this animation
There is no perfect English translation for the (חסד) can more accurately be described as chesed
Hebrew word chesed, and though many texts translate it loosely as “loving kindness,” this is only an
approximation. A more complete definition can be broken down to three components

1.
2.
3.

This type of selfless kindness requires making the choice to shift the focus away from yourself and
your own needs, and really put yourself in another person’s shoes. While it is easy to talk about, it
can be far more difficult to do in a genuine way (especially if fear gets in the way.)

: 

In her treatment of Eliezer and the camels, what does Rebecca teach us about chesed?

Here we have two frames through which to reflect on chesed, omanut and visual storytelling.
How does each lend insight into Rebecca’s kindness & hospitality?

Parsha Projects with Emily Shapiro Katz: Camels in Chayei Sarah

Jewish education comes to life through omanut, through arts and crafts, through do-it-yourself
creativity. Here we apply such creativity to bringing Chayei Sarah down to earth for younger folks,
while also highlighting the camels that Rebecca so kindly watered. (Inspired by BimBam)
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HeFp2qX-v8U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HeFp2qX-v8U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIVHq-fqlZg


Chesed in Poetry

: 

Two years after we bury Papa,
in the summer, we return
and I watch my mother whisper
to a polished slab
of rock and place smooth stones and
clots of earth along its edge, as if
to dangle bait above the surface
of a frozen lake, willing it
to thaw. Chesed Shel Emeth,
the cemetery’s name, means
the grace of truth or its
compassion, lightness carried forth
on a solidity, the empty
space inside the gravestone name, carved
out of marble, filled invisibly
with autumn air.
 
Forty years ago she read Flaubert
and economics, unaware
her mother’s tissue
grew malignant stones inside it.
Not to tell her was her parents’
silent chesed, one with which
I cannot reckon, a rock
that rents my breath as I attempt to cast it
backward
1970
to my mother
on a hockey field.
Go home, I cry, she’s dying,
and the sounds
bounce from the goalposts as she laughs
at something nearer and dis
regards the echoes
of my words.
 
Across the field a thousand tombstones,
like the hundred-plus knocked down
last weekend
in U. City
topple
in an act that stings of hate, a word
no one in power
will assign it, lacking time,
preferring silence
to the rightful
condemnation.

Two years after, Mom moves home
to see her mother go.
For years of shabbos dinners
at their grandmother’s, my aunt
fourteen
fifteen
declines to eat. Self-sacrifice, of spirit
and of body, in my family:
women’s obligation. My mother
runs for hours round a track and practices
arpeggios on her cello while her psyche
crystallizes frozen lakes on which her thoughts
loop, spin, and twist, and never
break
the surface.
 
Now stones lie sideways in the graveyard
(few are fractured): Levy, Levistein
and Levin. I imagine
all the daughters like my mother
flying to U. City, righting fathers
and their mothers, placing pebbles
on the edges they remember
of their lineage.
 
As the dusk light settles on my mother,
I listen to her speak to rock like flesh:
chesed commanded of the daughter
by an emeth in the cold earth
I can’t see.
 
“We’re going row
by row, stone
by stone,” the graveyard
manager assures. “These families need
to know.”
 
My mother, kneeling
down before the hard name of her father;
a smooth stone resting weightless
in my palm.
 
The glints of light
upon the lake which start
to melt the frost.

 Chesed Shel Emeth by Rebecca Pittel
 

5



What does poet Rachel Pittel teach us about chesed shel emet? 

In what way(s) does her poetry bring definition to mourning? 

 

Kindness Endures by Lois Rosenthal, a local poet

Every act of kindness
Reflects the essence of G-d
The way the moon
Reflects the light of the sun.

Each exchange of kindness
Endows both giver and receiver
With an inner ray of light.
They remember this
And long to experience it again.

A recipient of kindness
Is inclined to treat another so
And thus learn how strongly
The inner ray pulses with the offering.

One who has given kindness
Will later, though perhaps reluctantly,
Come to accept a kindness
And experience a different quality of light.

And so it is that acts of kindness
Generate further acts of kindness.
Chesed can expand and fill the earth
And, like the sun and the moon,
Light our way forever.

(JewishBoston: The Vibe of the Tribe)

What do we learn here about g’milut chasadim, acts of loving kindness?

How does Lois Rosenthal’s poetic approach make chesed more meaningful?
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https://www.jewishboston.com/read/day-22-chesed-bnetzach/


How to Spread Kindness with Art - 18 Ideas (The Open School of Creative Arts & Well-Being)

Parsha Projects with Emily Shapiro Katz: Camels in Chayei Sarah

BimBam: Watch Something Jewish: A Treasury of Visual Storytelling

Acts of Kindness - Art Helps! (Vian Shamounki Borchert)

Text Study on Chesed (Rabbi Leora Kaye)

Jewish Food For Thought: The Animated Series (Hanan Harchol) (Also on Sefaria)

9 Children's Books about Kindness (PJ Library)

9 Books about Kindness for Tweens (ReadBrightly)

7 Books about Kindness for Teens (ReadBrightly)

Kindness Starts with One: Stories about Kindness (Random Acts of Kindness Foundation)

Resources:

Books and Stories about Kindness:
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https://oscaw.com/random-acts-of-kindness-through-art
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIVHq-fqlZg
https://www.youtube.com/c/BimBam/videos
https://patch.com/district-columbia/washingtondc/acts-kindness-art-helps
https://patch.com/users/vian-shamounki-borchert
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5804b85ae6f2e133b16d03e8/t/58f4c28320099e1b4a2fccaf/1492435588569/Kindness+Study+Guide.pdf
https://www.hananharchol.com/animation
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/258311?lang=bi
https://pjlibrary.org/beyond-books/pjblog/april-2017/9-childrens-books-about-kindness
http://pjlibrary.org/home
https://www.readbrightly.com/books-about-kindness-tweens/
http://www.readbrightly.com/
https://www.readbrightly.com/books-about-kindness-for-teens/
http://www.readbrightly.com/
https://www.randomactsofkindness.org/kindness-stories
https://www.randomactsofkindness.org/

