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Parshat Chayei Sarah
The Legacy of Sarah

Susan Hornstein - Class of 2025

Parshat Chayei Sarah– literally, The Life of Sarah– is not about Sarah’s life. Indeed, the very
first pasuk of the parsha relates Sarah’s death, and the story continues with Avraham’s
preparation for her burial. The rest of the parsha is about selecting a wife for Yitzchak. But,
as Rivka joins the family, we find that the parsha actually is about Sarah’s life, or perhaps
more precisely, her legacy.

For Yitzchak, this is a period of transition: he transforms from his role as obedient son to
one who will start his own family and continue the dynasty. We think of childhood as the
time when  a person most needs their parents, and surely that is true. But young adulthood
is also a time where parents play an important role. Young adults are both differentiating
from and emulating their parents. Parents model how to be effective adults, effective
parents, and effective partners. Yitzchak, alas, must navigate this transition alone. His
mother has died. His father has nearly sacrificed him on an altar, and no further
communication between them is recorded by the Torah. His older half-brother is estranged
from him. It is up to Yitzchak to fill those gaps. It’s almost as if he must parent himself.

What might Yitzchak know about Avraham’s life? Avraham received the charge to spread
monotheism directly from God, and dedicated his life to building the Jewish people.
Additionally,  Avraham is characterized by chesed, lovingkindness. This is demonstrated by
his commitment to hachnasat orchim, welcoming guests, as seen in the episode where the
angels visit him (Bereishit, Chapter 18). He is described as loving Yitzchak, but his love is
even more apparent in his relationship with Yishmael, his older son, whom he is reluctant to
disown. In this case, God has to warn him to listen to Sarah, whose prophetic vision for the
future of the Jewish people was more accurate.

And what might Yitzchak have learned from Sarah’s example? Sarah is full partner to
Avraham in building the Jewish people. Her commitment to this goal might explain her
willingness to be presented  repeatedly as Avraham’s sister, to protect Avraham and the
dynasty. Once Yitzchak is born, Sarah is fiercely protective of him, insisting on the removal
of Hagar and Yishmael from the household, again due to her prophetic understanding of
what was needed to protect the dynasty. Even Sarah’s death demonstrates this
commitment. The midrash explains that Sarah dies of anguish when she learns about the
Akeidah, the episode in which Avraham nearly offers Yitzchak on the altar. Avivah Gottleib
Zornberg, in her book about Bereishit, The Beginning of Desire, describes Sarah’s anguish
as resulting from her realization that Yitzchak had nearly been killed, that life is so
precarious, and that the dynasty could have been upended in a single moment.

Immediately after the Akeidah, the Torah records the birth of Rivka, prefiguring her selection
as the wife for Yitzchak. Rivka is great-niece to both Sarah and Avraham. She is the
granddaughter of Nachor, Avraham’s brother, and of Milka, Sarah’s sister. And indeed, she
embodies some of the characteristics of Avraham, and many of the characteristics of Sarah.
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Like Avraham, Rivka is all chesed. In our first glimpse of her, she offers to bring water for
Avraham’s servant and the servant’s animals. Like Sarah, she holds the prophetic vision for
perpetuating the dynasty – when her own children are born, she backs the right son, the
one who will become Yisrael. The midrash in Bereishit Rabbah gives specific examples of
the ways that Rivka is like Sarah. When Yitzchak and Rivka are married, the Torah says:

וַיְִבֶאָה יְִצָחק ָהאֱֹהָלה ָׂשָרה ִאּמֹו וַּיִַּקח ֶאת־ִרְבָקה וְַּתִהי־לֹו ְלִאָּׁשה וַּיֱֶאָהֶבָה וַּיִּנֵָחם יְִצָחק ַאֲחֵרי ִאּמֹו׃

Yitzchak then brought her into the tent of his mother Sarah, and he took Rivka as his
wife. Yitzchak loved her, and thus found comfort after his mother’s death. (Bereishit
24:67)

Bereishit Rabbah 60:16 explains that this comfort came from Rivka’s embodiment of
Sarah’s characteristics:

ָּכל יִָמים ֶׁשָהיְָתה ָׂשָרה ַקּיֶֶמת ָהיָה ָענָן ָקׁשּור ַעל ֶּפַתח ָאֳהָלּה, ֵּכיוָן ֶׁשֵּמָתה ָּפַסק אֹותֹו ָענָן, וְֵכיוָן ֶׁשָּבאת
ִרְבָקה ָחַזר אֹותֹו ָענָן. ָּכל יִָמים ֶׁשָהיְָתה ָׂשָרה ַקּיֶֶמת ָהיּו ְּדָלתֹות ְּפתּוחֹות ִלְרוָָחה, וְֵכיוָן ֶׁשֵּמָתה ָׂשָרה

ָּפְסָקה אֹוָתּה ָהְרוָָחה, וְֵכיוָן ֶׁשָּבאת ִרְבָקה ָחְזָרה אֹוָתּה ָהְרוָָחה. וְָכל יִָמים ֶׁשָהיְָתה ָׂשָרה ַקּיֶֶמת ָהיָה ְּבָרָכה
ְמֻׁשַּלַחת ָּבִעָּסה, וְֵכיוָן ֶׁשֵּמָתה ָׂשָרה ָּפְסָקה אֹוָתּה ַהְּבָרָכה, ֵּכיוָן ֶׁשָּבאת ִרְבָקה ָחְזָרה. ָּכל יִָמים ֶׁשָהיְָתה

ָׂשָרה ַקּיֶֶמת ָהיָה נֵר ּדֹוֵלק ִמֵּליֵלי ַׁשָּבת וְַעד ֵליֵלי ַׁשָּבת, וְֵכיוָן ֶׁשֵּמָתה ָּפַסק אֹותֹו ַהּנֵר, וְֵכיוָן ֶׁשָּבאת ִרְבָקה
ָחַזר. וְֵכיוָן ֶׁשָרָאה אֹוָתּה ֶׁשִהיא עֹוָׂשה ְּכַמֲעֵׂשה ִאּמֹו, קֹוָצה ַחָּלָתּה ְּבָטֳהָרה וְקֹוָצה ִעָּסָתּה ְּבָטֳהָרה, ִמּיָד

וַּיְִבֶאָה יְִצָחק ָהאֱֹהָלה.

All the days that Sarah was alive, a cloud was connected to the entrance of her tent.
When she died, the cloud stopped. And when Rivka came, the cloud returned. All
the days that Sarah was alive, the doors were open wide. When she died, the
wideness stopped. And when Rivka came, the wideness returned. And all the days
that Sarah was alive, there was a blessing in her dough, and when Sarah died, that
blessing ended. When Rivka came, it returned. All the days that Sarah was alive,
there was a candle that would burn from Sabbath Eve to [the next] Sabbath Eve, and
when she died, the candle stopped. And when Rivka came, it returned. And as soon
as Yitzchak saw her, that she did the deeds of his mother, separating her challah in
purity and separating her dough in purity, he brought her into the tent. (Bereishit
Rabbah 60:16)

In his own behavior, Yitzchak carries on in Avraham’s footsteps, for better or for worse. He
digs the wells that Avraham had dug before him, but that had been sealed up in the interim,
and gives them the same names they had in Avraham’s time. When there is a famine,
Yitzchak tries to protect the dynasty by behaving like Avraham, asking Rivka to represent
herself as his sister. When his own son’s are born, he, like his father, backs the wrong son.

By bringing Rivka into his life, Yitzchak effectively fills the hole left in his life by Sarah’s
death. Sarah’s legacy, via the blessings she brought to the tent, the prophetic vision, and
the commitment to the dynasty, is perpetuated by Rivka. This comforts Yitzchak,  helping
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him to fill in the gap left by the absence of his parents and to carry on the charge of
founding the Jewish people.

Talmud Berachot 18a says: ַחּיִיםנְִקְראּוֶׁשְּבִמיָתָתןַצִּדיִקיםֵאּלּו , “These are the righteous, whom
in their deaths are called alive.” Through Rivka, Sarah’s legacy goes on, and she, in her
death, can be called alive.
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