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Hayei Sarah 2014 
Shabbat Sermon 

This week’s Parsha is dedicated to two women. The first is Sarah; we get to witness her funeral. 
After years at Abraham’s side, she dies and we see Abraham mourn as he buries the woman 
who was so much a part of everything he has accomplished. Abraham is known for his 
hospitality to strangers and Sarah was there to make sure that all who were invited were made 
to feel at home. In a world where women were seen and not heard, Sarah has a major role in 
the early days of Abraham’s career; guiding the household and standing by her husband 
through thick and thin.  
 
In this week’s Parsha, we also meet Rebecca, who is to be chosen as the wife for Isaac. 
Abraham’s servant is sent to Haran to find a wife for Isaac from “the old country” from the land 
where Abraham and Sarah were born. Isaac is forbidden to marry a local girl and so Abraham 
sends his servant to find a proper girl for Isaac to marry. Being a matchmaker is not an easy job. 
Any parent of a twenty-something adult knows that finding the right mate for your child is an 
impossible task. What attracts young people to each other is almost unfathomable. What is this 
servant to do if he is to be successful and find a wife for Isaac? 
 
The servant sets up a test so he can find the right woman. He decides that kindness is the 
quality that most describes his master’s family so he prays that the woman he is to choose is to 
not only respond to his personal request for water at the well, but she must also spontaneously 
offer to water the camels. There probably were some who would be kind enough to answer his 
request for water. But the one who was open hearted enough to see that he had many animals 
and to understand that they too needed to drink and to give up her time to make sure all those 
animals had water, that was a huge task. Rebecca was the first one he asked and she passed the 
test with flying colors. Only then the servant discovers that she is a relative of Abraham and 
that his prayer to find the right woman has been answered.  
 
Both Rebecca and Sarah were known for their kindness and hospitality. In fact, if there is a 
theme for the stories of the early ancestors of our people it would be that kindness and 
hospitality are the two traits that made their lives important and would be the foundation of 
the Torah when it would be given in the time of Moses. Through all of history, the stories of 
Sarah and Rebecca and their kindness to strangers is the trait that Judaism would have all Jews 
emulate. 
 
This past week, I spent two days in Florida at a seminar about welcoming strangers into our 
congregation. Not just any strangers. I was at a seminar about how important it is to make non-
Jews feel welcome in shul. The reality of Jewish history used to be that strangers of other faiths 
were always suspect. Our history from Europe and the Middle East and the persecutions we 
faced caused the Jewish People to be very wary of those of other faiths. Letting those of other 
faiths too close could bring death and destruction to the Jewish communities during the middle 
ages and much of the modern period. It is really only in the last 75 years that there have been 
attempts to bridge the gaps between religions. Christianity has made great strides in 
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strengthening our interfaith ties. Many Eastern religions also work very hard to be open to Jews 
and Jewish philosophy. And even though Islamic extremists hate Jews now more than ever, 
every day there are moderate Moslems who are reaching out to the Jewish community.  
 
Our seminar this week, asked the question, how can we reach out to those of other faiths 
especially when they are married or in a relationship with Jews? There are almost no families 
today that do not have close relatives who practice another religion. Our society here in the 
United States is more open today than it has ever been in its history. What are we doing to 
draw these families closer to Judaism and helping them to decide to make Jewish practice a 
part of their family life? 
 
One thing is certain, if we don’t make them feel welcome, those feelings will color their 
understanding of Judaism and synagogue life for many years. We heard many stories this week 
about families that came to a synagogue to see if it could meet their spiritual needs only to be 
yelled at or scolded for doing something they didn’t know was wrong. It was an experience 
these families could recall with vivid memory even ten years after the fact.  
 
It is not a great revelation to understand that it is always a bad idea to make someone feel 
incompetent or embarrassed. I think we can all understand how an embarrassing moment can 
linger in our minds for years.  It is not enough to know not to belittle anyone; we have to 
understand what we can do to help people feel welcome and valued. Long ago, when we were 
trying to stop intermarriage, we didn’t want to make such families feel too welcome. Today just 
the opposite is true. We can’t turn anyone away from our doors. If we are to encourage families 
to live a Jewish life, we have to find ways to help those of other faiths feel they are important 
partners in creating Jewish homes.  
 
We need to meet these families where they already are in their connection to Judaism. There 
are some parents of different faiths who may not want to be involved in Judaism. That is 
something they leave to their spouse. If this is the approach taken we have to accept it.  But 
there are others who may be interested in Judaism. Perhaps they never really connected to the 
religion they were raised with. Perhaps they have been estranged from religion for many years. 
Judaism may be a faith that could speak to their spiritual needs. We need to understand these 
seekers and help them find their way. If we find Judaism spiritually fulfilling why should we not 
share our love of Judaism with those who are still searching? 
 
One of the areas that come up often in these discussions is the question of synagogue 
membership. Should someone who is of a different faith be a member of a synagogue? It is an 
important question. A great deal of Jewish life has always revolved around membership issues 
but is it fair for those who are not Jewish, but who are  raising Jewish children,  bringing them 
to Religious school and Bar Mitzvah lessons, who make sure they get their Hebrew school 
projects done on time and who help teach their children Jewish values, who support the Jewish 
parent even when they don’t fully understand the issue at hand, is it fair that these parents 
should be denied any connection to the synagogue and have their family be considered as a 
“single parent family” just because one parent is not a Jew? 
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A related thing we discussed is that to families of mixed faith, what they are looking for is not 
membership, but social acceptance. Parents of a different faith are offended when they do all 
they can for their family and still find others in the synagogue who insult them, who question 
their motives, who don’t give these parents the credit for the work with their children and 
family of which they are so much a part. It is a major decision for parents to decide how to raise 
a child and choosing a religion involves all kinds of cultural and educational decisions. We need 
to give all parents the credit they deserve just for living up to the commitments of raising a 
Jewish family. No one needs a medal for their work, but these interfaith families would like 
some understanding of what they have given up and the effort they have made to keep their 
promises of creating a Jewish life for their family.  
 
There are many simple things that could be done to help interfaith families feel welcome. Who 
do we punish if we don’t list a wedding in our bulletin just because the marriage is an 
intermarriage? Are we too busy being angry at a couple who are creating an interfaith family 
that we can’t take the time to talk about what we can do for these two young people at this 
crucial time in their lives? We worry about diluting the “Jewish flavor” the “Yiddishkeit” of our 
community when we welcome them in, but we don’t really understand what we mean when 
we use these terms.  Are we trying to preserve an Eastern European style of Judaism in 
America? I don’t think so. I don’t think our great grandparents who were immigrants to this 
country would feel comfortable in our egalitarian modern synagogues because we have evolved 
so far from our roots in the old country. Is Jewish flavor only about chicken soup and matza 
balls? At a time of declining interest in religion all over this country, we should accept help 
anywhere we can. If someone who is not Jewish gets connected to our community, perhaps 
they will eventually wish to officially join our faith. According to the latest surveys, the average 
time it takes a spouse of a different religion to come to consider official conversion to Judaism 
is ten years into a marriage. We need to welcome a non-Jew’s association and we will need to 
be patient. Decisions of such a personal nature take time. 
 
Hospitality is one of the primary Mitzvot of Judaism. We have in our community, as in every 
community in this country, those who are thinking about Judaism and synagogue life. Are we 
prepared to meet them where they are, reaching out to them, to hear their concerns and help 
them find the social acceptance they crave? If we can, and if we do, only then can we see 
ourselves as the spiritual heirs of our first two matriarchs. Let us find ways to make all those 
who choose our community, of any faith, to feel welcome and safe. Perhaps that is one of the 
finest Mitzvot we can do as Jews in our society today.  
 
May God help us bring all those who are searching to find a home in our faith and with our 
people as we say… Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


