Truah Human Rights Shabbat
Parshat Vayechi: Engaging Hebron, Unearthing our Values
Project Hayei Sarah
Project Hayei Sarah is a group of rabbinical students, rabbis, Jewish educators & lay-leaders
who have spent time in Hebron and are grappling with the difficult realities we encountered
there. In light of our awareness of violations of human dignity in Hebron, many in the name of
Judaism, Project Hayei Sarah seeks to:
•
•

•

To educate Jewish communities about the history, complexity & current reality of our
relationship to the holy city of Hebron.
To reclaim Parshat Hayei Sarah, a text used to justify violence & displacement,
ritualizing this period in our annual Torah reading cycle. We generate communal
conversations, rooted in Jewish text & tradition, about the situation in Hebron today.
To spark individual & collective action towards a reality in Hebron that is reflective of our
highest Jewish ideals.

This source sheet is a resource to help you and your community engage in learning and study
about Hebron this Human Rights Shabbat. We believe that talmud-torah [the engagement with
text and tradition] can open up new pathways to historically difficult conversations within the
Jewish community. We invite you to hold the kavanah [intention] in your learning of bringing light
into dark places and restoring holiness to Hebron from an engagement with and realization of
our highest Jewish ideals.
The following values guide the work of Project Hayei Sarah and may be a helpful starting place
for your conversations:
•
•
•
•
•

Justice, Dignity & Rule of Law - The establishment of justice & the rule of law are
necessary to ensure the dignity of all residents of Hebron.
Responsibility - The global Jewish community has a responsibility to confront &
address the situation in Hebron.
Education - An honest educational approach steeped in Jewish tradition & lived
experience, aimed at promoting empathy & identification across cultural barriers.
Respectful Discourse - Generating conversations within the Jewish community rooted
in mutual respect & resilient listening.
Hope - A deep sense of hope that things can change for the better.

Background:
We encourage you to spend some time familiarizing yourself and your audience with the history
and realities of Hebron today. to get you started here are a few quick background facts on
Hebron, adapted from Peace Now:

Hebron is one of the cities holy to Jews and Muslims, where our common forefathers -Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Sara, Rebecca and Leah -- are buried.
•

•

•
•

•

In the riots of 1929, Palestinian residents of the area murdered 66 Jewish residents of
Hebron and wounded more than 100. The lives of other Jewish families were saved by
Palestinian neighbors who risked their lives to give them shelter.
In 1968 settlers received permission from the government to celebrate Passover in
Hebron. After the holiday they refused to leave and stayed in Hebron and Kiryat Arba
(built in 1970) to this day.
Hebron is the second biggest city in the West Bank, after East Jerusalem. It has 177,000
Palestinian residents and about 800 settlers.
On Purim 1994, Baruch Goldstein of Kiryat Arba committed a massacre in the Cave of
the Patriarchs. 29 Muslim worshipers were murdered and 125 were injured. Since then,
hundreds of stores, markets and streets in central Hebron were closed to Palestinians.
Israel maintains a strict policy of separation between the Jewish and Palestinian
population in Hebron. About 18 checkpoints are deployed on the streets of the old city of
Hebron, preventing the passage of Palestinian cars and pedestrians.

For more informaiton on the situation in Hebron today, see: http://www.btselem.org/hebron
To learn more about Project Hayei Sarah and to see our collection of video divrei Torah
check out: www.hayeisarah.org

Parshat Vayechi: Engaging Hebron, Unearthing our Values
1. The Death of Jacob:
Genesis Chapter 49 v. 29-33, לג- כט:בּ ְֵראשִׁ ית פרק נ
Parashat Vayechi and the book of Bereishit end with the death of Jacob who came to Egypt with
his family after a famine.The following text is Jacob’s last wish, to be buried with his ancestors
in Hebron, spoken to his sons in the moment before death.
 ו ַיּ ֹאמֶ ר אֲ לֵהֶ ם אֲ נִי נֶאֱ סָ ף, כט וַיְצַו אוֹתָ ם29 And he [Jacob] charged them, and said unto them: 'I
- אֶ ל:אֲ ב ֹתָ י- אֶ ל,קִ בְרוּ א ֹתִ י--עַ מִּ י- אֶ לam to be gathered unto my people; bury me with my
. עֶ פְ רוֹן הַ חִ ִתּי,אֲ שֶׁ ר בִּשְׂ דֵ ה-- הַ מְּ עָ ָרהfathers in the cave that is in the field of Ephron the Hittite,
 אֲ שֶׁ ר,ל בַּמְּ עָ ָרה אֲ שֶׁ ר בִּשְׂ דֵ ה הַ מַּ כְפֵּ ָלה
 אֲ שֶׁ ר ָקנָה:בְּאֶ ֶרץ ְכּנָעַ ן--מַ מְ ֵרא-פְּ נֵי-עַ ל
-- מֵ אֵ ת עֶ פְ ר ֹן הַ חִ תִּ י,הַ שָּׂ דֶ ה-אַב ְָרהָ ם אֶ ת
.קָ בֶר-לַאֲ חֻ זַּת

30 in the cave that is in the field of Machpelah, which is
before Mamre, in the land of Canaan, which Abraham
bought with the field from Ephron the Hittite for a
possession of a burying-place.

 ו ְאֵ ת שָׂ ָרה,אַב ְָרהָ ם- לא שָׁ מָּ ה קָ בְרוּ אֶ ת31 There they buried Abraham and Sarah his wife; there
 ו ְאֵ ת ִרבְקָ ה,יִצְחָ ק- שָׁ מָּ ה קָ בְרוּ אֶ ת, אִ שְׁ תּוֹthey buried Isaac and Rebekah his wife; and there I buried
.לֵאָה- אֶ ת, אִ שְׁ תּוֹ; ו ְשָׁ מָּ ה קָ ב ְַר ִתּיLeah.
 מֵ אֵ ת,בּוֹ- לב מִ קְ נֵה הַ שָּׂ דֶ ה ו ְהַ מְּ עָ ָרה אֲ שֶׁ ר32 The field and the cave that is therein, which was
.חֵ ת- ְבּנֵיpurchased from the children of Heth.'
 וַיֶּאֱ ס ֹף ַר ְגלָיו, ָבּנָיו- לג וַיְכַל י ַעֲ ק ֹב ְל ַצוֹּת אֶ ת33 And when Jacob made an end of charging his sons, he
.עַ מָּ יו- וַיֵּאָסֶ ף אֶ ל,הַ מִּ טָּ ה; וַיִּ ְגו ַע- אֶ לgathered up his feet into the bed, and expired, and was
gathered unto his people.
Questions:
1. What does Jacob emphasize in request for his burial? Why do you think these things are
so important to him?
2. What purpose does this land serve for him? How does he imagine his relationship to this
place?
3. What are the places that are important to you? How does memory and ancestry affect
your relationship to these places?
4. What questions does this text raise for you?

2. The Death of Sarah and Purchase of the Maharat HaMachpelah:
ִ ְבּ ֵר
Genesis Chapter 23 v. 1-20, כ- א:אשׁית פרק כג
The purchase of the Maarat HaMachpelah [Cave of Machpelah] by Abraham that Jacob refers
to, comes from our next text at the beginning of Parashat Hayei Sarah. As you read, think about
the values that Abraham and the Children of Het are enacting as they interact with one another.
 מֵ אָה שָׁ נָה ו ְעֶ שְׂ ִרים, א וַיִּהְ יוּ חַ יֵּי שָׂ ָרה1 And the life of Sarah was a hundred and seven and twenty
. חַ יֵּי שָׂ ָרה,שְׁ נֵי-- שָׁ נָה ו ְשֶׁ בַע שָׁ נִיםyears; these were the years of the life of Sarah.
אַרבַּע הִ וא
ְ  בְּקִ ְריַת, ב ו ַָתּמָ ת שָׂ ָרה2 And Sarah died in Kiriatharba--the same is Hebron--in the
, אַב ְָרהָ ם,בְּאֶ ֶרץ ְכּנָעַ ן; וַיָּב ֹא-- חֶ בְרוֹןland of Canaan; and Abraham came to mourn for Sarah, and
. וְ ִל ְבכּ ֹתָ הּ, לִסְ פּ ֹד לְשָׂ ָרהto weep for her.
; פְּ נֵי מֵ תוֹ, מֵ עַ ל, אַב ְָרהָ ם, ג וַיָּקָ ם3 And Abraham rose up from before his dead, and spoke
. לֵאמ ֹר,חֵ ת- ְבּנֵי- וַי ְדַ בֵּר אֶ לunto the children of Heth, saying:
 עִ מָּ כֶם; ְתּנוּ לִי,ו ְתוֹשָׁ ב אָנֹכִי- ד גֵּר4 'I am a stranger and a sojourner with you: give me a
 ו ְאֶ קְ בּ ְָרה מֵ תִ י,קֶ בֶר עִ מָּ כֶם- אֲ חֻ זַּתpossession of a burying-place with you, that I may bury my
. מִ לְּפָ נָיdead out of my sight.'
 לֵאמ ֹר,אַב ְָרהָ ם-חֵ ת אֶ ת- ה וַיַּעֲ נוּ ְבנֵי5 And the children of Heth answered Abraham, saying unto
. לוֹhim:
 נְשִׂ יא אֱ �הִ ים אַ ָתּה,ו שְׁ מָ עֵ נוּ אֲ דֹנִי
- קְ ב ֹר אֶ ת,בְּמִ ְבחַ ר קְ ב ֵָרינוּ--בְּתוֹכֵנוּ
יִכְלֶ ה-קִ בְרוֹ �א- אֶ ת,מֵ ֶת�; אִ ישׁ מִ מֶּ נּוּ
.�מִ מְּ � מִ קְּ ב ֹר מֵ ֶת

6 'Hear us, my lord: thou art a mighty prince among us; in the
choice of our sepulchres bury thy dead; none of us shall
withhold from thee his sepulchre, but that thou mayest bury
thy dead.'

,אָרץ
ֶ ָה- ז וַיָּקָ ם אַב ְָרהָ ם וַיִּשְׁ ַתּחוּ לְעַ ם7 And Abraham rose up, and bowed down to the people of
.חֵ ת- ִל ְבנֵיthe land, even to the children of Heth.
-י ֵשׁ אֶ ת- אִ ם: לֵאמ ֹר, ח וַי ְדַ בֵּר אִ ָתּם8 And he spoke with them, saying: 'If it be your mind that I
--מֵ ִתי מִ לְּפָ נַי- לִקְ בּ ֹר אֶ ת, נַפְ שְׁ כֶםshould bury my dead out of my sight, hear me, and entreat
.צ ֹחַ ר-לִי בְּעֶ פְ רוֹן בֶּן- וּפִ גְעוּ, שְׁ מָ עוּנִיfor me to Ephron the son of Zohar,
-מְ עָ ַרת הַ מַּ כְפֵּ לָ ה אֲ שֶׁ ר- אֶ ת,לִי- ט וְי ִֶתּן9 that he may give me the cave of Machpelah, which he hath,
 ְבּכֶסֶ ף מָ לֵא: בּ ְִקצֵה שָׂ דֵ הוּ, אֲ שֶׁ ר, לוֹwhich is in the end of his field; for the full price let him give it
.קָ בֶר-לַאֲ חֻ זַּת-- בְּתוֹ ְככֶם, י ְִתּנֶנָּה לִּיto me in the midst of you for a possession of a burying-place.'
חֵ ת; וַיַּעַ ן- בְּתוֹ� ְבּנֵי, י ו ְעֶ פְ רוֹן י ֹשֵׁ ב10 Now Ephron was sitting in the midst of the children of
-אַב ְָרהָ ם בְּאָזְנֵי ְבנֵי- עֶ פְ רוֹן הַ חִ ִתּי אֶ תHeth; and Ephron the Hittite answered Abraham in the
.עִירוֹ לֵאמ ֹר- לְ כ ֹל בָּאֵ י שַׁ עַ ר, חֵ תhearing of the children of Heth, even of all that went in at the
gate of his city, saying:
,�ָהַ שָּׂ דֶ ה נ ַָת ִתּי ל--אֲ דֹנִי שְׁ מָ עֵ נִי- יא �א11 'Nay, my lord, hear me: the field give I thee, and the cave

בּוֹ לְ� נְתַ ִתּיהָ ; ְלעֵ ינֵי- ו ְהַ מְּ עָ ָרה אֲ שֶׁ רthat is therein, I give it thee; in the presence of the sons of my
.� קְ ב ֹר מֵ ֶת,�ָעַ מִּ י נ ְַת ִתּיהָ לּ- ְבנֵיpeople give I it thee; bury thy dead.'
 עַ ם, לִפְ נֵי, אַב ְָרהָ ם, יב וַיִּשְׁ ַתּחוּ12 And Abraham bowed down before the people of the land.
.אָרץ
ֶ ָה
,אָרץ
ֶ ָה-עֶ פְ רוֹן בְּאָזְנֵי עַ ם-יג וַי ְדַ בֵּר אֶ ל
: שְׁ מָ עֵ נִי,אַ ָתּה לוּ- אַ � אִ ם,לֵאמ ֹר
 ו ְאֶ קְ בּ ְָרה, קַ ח מִ מֶּ נִּי,נ ַָת ִתּי כֶּסֶ ף הַ שָּׂ דֶ ה
. שָׁ מָּ ה,מֵ תִ י-אֶ ת

13 And he spoke unto Ephron in the hearing of the people of
the land, saying: 'But if thou wilt, I pray thee, hear me: I will
give the price of the field; take it of me, and I will bury my
dead there.'

. לֵאמ ֹר לוֹ,אַב ְָרהָ ם- יד וַיַּעַן עֶ פְ רוֹן אֶ ת14 And Ephron answered Abraham, saying unto him:
אַרבַּע מֵ א ֹת
ְ  אֶ ֶרץ, טו אֲ דֹנִי שְׁ מָ עֵ נִי15 'My lord, hearken unto me: a piece of land worth four
-הִ וא; ו ְאֶ ת-כֶּסֶ ף בֵּינִי וּבֵינְ� מַ ה- שֶׁ קֶ לhundred shekels of silver, what is that betwixt me and thee?
. קְ ב ֹר,� מֵ ְתbury therefore thy dead.'
 וַיִּשְׁ ק ֹל,עֶ פְ רוֹן- אֶ ל,טז וַיִּשְׁ מַ ע אַב ְָרהָ ם
הַ כֶּסֶ ף אֲ שֶׁ ר דִּ בֶּר- אֶ ת,אַב ְָרהָ ם לְעֶ פְ ר ֹן
אַרבַּע מֵ אוֹת שֶׁ קֶ ל
ְ --חֵ ת-בְּאָזְנֵי ְבנֵי
. עֹבֵר לַסּ ֹחֵ ר,כֶּסֶ ף

16 And Abraham hearkened unto Ephron; and Abraham
weighed to Ephron the silver, which he had named in the
hearing of the children of Heth, four hundred shekels of
silver, current money with the merchant.

, אֲ שֶׁ ר בַּמַּ כְפֵּ לָ ה,יז וַיָּקָ ם שְׂ דֵ ה עֶ פְ רוֹן
 ו ְהַ מְּ עָ ָרה, הַ שָּׂ דֶ ה: ִלפְ נֵי מַ מְ ֵרא,אֲ שֶׁ ר
 אֲ שֶׁ ר,הָ עֵ ץ אֲ שֶׁ ר בַּשָּׂ דֶ ה- וְכָל,בּוֹ-אֲ שֶׁ ר
. ְגּבֻלוֹ סָ בִיב-ְבּכָל

17 So the field of Ephron, which was in Machpelah, which
was before Mamre, the field, and the cave which was therein,
and all the trees that were in the field, that were in all the
border thereof round about, were made sure

,חֵ ת- ְלעֵ ינֵי ְבנֵי, יח לְאַב ְָרהָ ם לְמִ ְקנָה18 unto Abraham for a possession in the presence of the
.עִירוֹ- בָּאֵ י שַׁ עַ ר, בְּכ ֹלchildren of Heth, before all that went in at the gate of his city.
שָׂ ָרה-כֵן קָ בַר אַב ְָרהָ ם אֶ ת- יט ו ְאַחֲ ֵרי19 And after this, Abraham buried Sarah his wife in the cave
-מְ עָ ַרת שְׂ דֵ ה הַ מַּ כְפֵּ לָה עַ ל- אֶ ל, אִ שְׁ תּוֹof the field of Machpelah before Mamre--the same is Hebron. ְכּנָעַ ן, בְּאֶ ֶרץ:הִ וא חֶ בְרוֹן-- פְּ נֵי מַ מְ ֵרא-in the land of Canaan.
,בּוֹ- כ וַיָּקָ ם הַ שָּׂ דֶ ה ו ְהַ מְּ עָ ָרה אֲ שֶׁ ר20 And the field, and the cave that is therein, were made sure
- ְבּנֵי, מֵ אֵ ת:קָ בֶר-לַאֲ חֻ זַּת-- לְאַב ְָרהָ םunto Abraham for a possession of a burying-place by the
{ }ס. חֵ תchildren of Heth.
Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

How would you characterize the interactions?
What motivates Abraham to want to buy the land as opposed to receive it as a gift?
What motivate Ephron to want to give the land as opposed to sell it to Abraham?
What values do you hear the text communicating?

3. Excerpt from interview with Yehuda Shaul,
co-founder of Breaking the Silence
www.justvision.org/portrait/76157/interview
Hebron has been a very important city in the Jewish tradition since the times of the Torah.
Today there are 500-800 Jewish settlers in the old city of Hebron who live in active tension with
Palestinian residents and hold a large army presence in the old city. This testimony shares the
voice of an Israeli soldier’s experience serving in Hebron and reflects some of the difficult
realities in Hebron today.
You were posted in Hebron for a long period during military service. Did you ever visit Hebron
before you were a soldier?
I was raised orthodox so I had visited Hebron before I was a soldier. I visited mostly during
Jewish holidays, when the Tomb of the Patriarch is open only to Jews. But I didn’t personally
know people who lived there. It was very remote from politics: being a soldier you do what
needs doing. In an abstract sense I thought occupation was negative, but I didn’t understand it...
What led you to found Shovrim Shtika [Breaking the Silence]?
...Nobody trained me to stand at a checkpoint or enter a house. The situation in the Territories is
very clear and doesn’t really require training. You stand there and you know what your role is;
you know who you are and what it is you need to do: to prevent and thwart terrorist activities,
and protect the people in the Jewish settlement and passersby. You patrol; you are taught to
look at the windows and that’s what you do. During your first patrol you tremble with fear, when
you leave the kasba you’re sweating. During the second patrol you sweat less, even less during
the third patrol, and after two weeks you walk around with your hands in your pockets because
you feel comfortable. Nobody trained me and I don’t think anybody could.
When we encountered Hebron and understood that settlers could do as they please and nobody
would stop them – we started getting very mad and frustrated. Talking to the settlers didn’t lead
anywhere. There are huge ideological differences between myself and a person who is capable
of approaching an Arab’s door and spray-painting a Star of David or “Arabs out.” To me, the
historical memory is hair-raising. We all know the past significance of symbols on Jewish shop
doors, and what those symbols were. We are all familiar with the expression when you replace
the word “Arabs” with the word “Jews.” We know that history. I saw graffiti that said “Arabs to
the gas chambers,” “Arabs to the crematorium” and I understood the horror of the historical
context.
Questions:
1. What resonates for you in his narrative? What challenges you?
2. Are these images of Hebron new for you? How do they sit with the image of Hebron from
the Torah verses above?

3. To what extent is this story a corollary to our inherited narratives of ownership? To what
extent does it subvert our Biblical narratives?
4. Does this story hit you differently, given the ancient context of Hebron, than it would if it
were any other city in Israel or the territories?

4. Excerpt from email invitation to visit Hebron
for Shabbat Chayei Sarah 2011
www.hebron.com
Every year on the Shabbat oHayei Sarah, tens of thousands of Jews journey to Hebron to pray
in the Maaarat HaMachpelah on the liturgical anniversary of Abraham’s acquisition of this place.
This is an invitation to that event.
THE HEBRON FUND
reminds you that
there is one week until Shabbat Chayei Sarah
This year's program is one you don't want to miss.
Spend Shabbat with your ancestors in Hebron!
Join 30,000 other Jews from Israel and around the world in celebrating Shabbat Chayei Sarah
in Hebron - the most unforgettable Jewish experience of a lifetime!
Three sumptuous Shabbat meals together with leaders of the Jewish Community of Hebron and
other public figures.
Friday morning tour "East Jerusalem"; Friday afternoon meet Sheik Jabre in Hebron; Carlebach
Kabbalat Shabbat and oneg Shabbat Friday night; Shacharit in Ohel Yitzchak; Seudat Shabbat
in front of Maarat HaMachpela; lecture by the Mayor of Hebron; Tour by Simcha Hochbaum;
VIP tour of the Kasba; Seudat Shlishit in front of Maarat HaMachpela; Arvit
Accommodations at Midreshet Hebron
Take a tour to unique pioneering towns and projects and meet the true heroes of Israel
Private busses to and from Hebron
VIP accommodations available upon request
Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What values do you hear the invitation communicating?
What language from this invitation particularly stands out to you?
What is left out, in your opinion?
How does this text read after reading the testimonial from Yehuda Shaul? What feelings
does that raise?
5. Would you want to go on this tour? Why, why not?

Concluding Questions for Discussion:

1. What values are in tension for you in what we have considered in this text study and how
do you work with them?
2. How do you read the last two texts differently in light of your engagement with the first
two?
3. How can our narratives of the past be useful for framing our understanding of our current
situation? How can they hinder understanding?

