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Sarah, Esther, and the 
Sleepy Students

 Jews live their lives within the framework 
of the Jewish calendar. At this time of year, we 
identify strongly with the narratives contained 
in the weekly Torah portions that we read in 
the synagogue. Our thoughts are with the bibli-
cal characters of the current parshiyot. We live 
in the company of Abraham and Sarah, Lot, 
Hagar and Ishmael, and Isaac and Rebecca.

If we are not thinking of the heroes and 
villains of the parsha of the week, we have 
an alternative. We can turn our thoughts 
to the recent holidays or to the ones which 
we shall soon celebrate. The holiday of 
Succoth is now part of the rapidly fading 
past, so we might be thinking of Chanukah, 
which is but a few weeks away. We are cer-
tainly not yet thinking of Purim.

The list of biblical heroines whose stories 
delight our children and inspire us at this time 
of year does not yet include Queen Esther. 
In this week’s Torah portion, Parshat Chayei 
Sarah (Genesis 23:1-25:18), we do encounter 
two queenly women. We mourn the death of 
the matriarch Sarah, and we admire Rebec-
ca’s ability to live up to the spiritual standards 
of the mother-in-law she never met.

But Esther? There is neither trace nor 
hint of her existence.

So why would I be writing about Esther at 

this time of year? Purim is still many months 
away, and there are other female role mod-
els in the current Torah portions. Even 
Chanukah, which occurs much sooner than 
Purim, features feminine heroines such as 
Yehudit. Where does Esther shine in?

For the answer let us turn to the Midrash 
and to that singular sage, Rabbi Akiva. We 
know that Rabbi Akiva lived a remarkable 
life, underwent many changes, became a pre-
eminent Torah scholar, and died a martyr.

The Midrash introduces us to Rabbi Akiva 
in reference to the very first verse in this 
week’s Torah portion. It is a verse which 
seems to require no exegesis. The verse sim-
ply says, “Sarah’s lifetime—the span of Sarah’s 
life— came to one hundred and twenty-seven 
years.” What further explanation or commen-
tary is necessary? She lived a long and pro-
ductive life. What more is there to say?

To answer this question, we must remem-
ber that Rabbi Akiva was, first and fore-
most, a teacher. Like every teacher, he had a 
difficult task. Some students paid attention 
to Rabbi Akiva’s lectures some of the time, 
but few, if any, listened attentively to every 
lecture. Like every teacher before and since, 
Rabbi Akiva had to devise methods to gain 
the attention of his disciples.
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ביחד ננצח

it is that every year is valuable, and so is every 
month and every week and every day and every 
hour. If we are to translate 127 years into 127 
provinces, then each year is an entire province, 
each month a region, each week a city, each day a 
neighborhood, each hour a street, each minute a 
building, and every second an entire room.

If one allows himself a second of slumber, 
he forfeits a room. If one sleeps for a week, 
he loses an entire city. Every segment of time 
represents a significant opportunity, and with 
every wasted moment opportunities are lost.

This is Rabbi Akiva’s lesson to his sleepy 
students. “You’re not merely dozing off and 
enjoying idle daydreams. You are wasting time, 
killing time, and in the process losing opportu-
nities which will not present themselves again. 
If you miss a moment of a Torah lecture, you 
create a void that can never again be filled.”

Rabbi Akiva’s lesson is a lesson to all of us. In 

And so, the Midrash takes us into Rabbi Aki-
va’s classroom. We really should consider this 
quite a privilege, for there are very few oppor-
tunities given in rabbinic literature to actually 
enter the classroom of one of our sages, let 
alone a sage as prominent as Rabbi Akiva.

Here is the Midrashic passage: “Rabbi Akiva 
was sitting and expounding Torah. His audi-
ence fell asleep. He tried to awaken them, and 
said, ‘What motivated Queen Esther to reign 
over one hundred and twenty and seven 
provinces? We must assume that Esther, as a 
descendant of Sarah who lived for one hun-
dred and twenty and seven years, considered it 
proper to reign over one hundred and twenty 
and seven provinces.’” (Bereshit Rabbah 58:3)

What are we to learn from this cryptic pas-
sage? To those of us who are teachers, there is a 
measure of comfort to be derived from learning 
that Rabbi Akiva too had difficulty maintaining 
the attention of his students. We also learn that 
his students were fully aware of the role that the 
number 127 plays both in the book of Genesis 
and in the book of Esther. We can assume that 
there is something about Rabbi Akiva’s mention 
of this coincidence that awakened the sleepy 
classroom. But surely there is a much more pro-
found lesson to be learned here.

Many commentators have searched 
for this deeper meaning. They point out 
that Sarah’s life was a very full one, and 
at every stage she displayed the vigor of 
the seven-year-old child, the idealism of 
the twenty-year-old, and the wisdom of 
the aged centenarian. No moment went 
to waste. She led an active life, overcame 
numerous frustrations and obstacles, and 
prevailed. Her life was the paradigm of a 
life of meaning and accomplishment.

If there is a lesson to be learned from her life, 
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descendants of Levi, son of Yaakov. Their 
lineage, at quite some length, is given in the 
next aliya.  

5th aliya (3:14-39) Count the 
tribe of Levi by households, 
from 1 month and older: the 

households of Gershon, Kehat and Merari, 
the sons of Levi. The sons of Gershon, Kehat 
and Merari are listed. Gershon’s family, 
from a month and above, is 7,500. They 
camp to the west of the Mishkan. Their task 
was to transport and be responsible for the 
curtains and coverings. Kehat numbered 
8,600, camping to the south. They were 
responsible for the vessels: Aron, Menorah, 
Table, altars. Merari numbered 6,200, 
camping to the north. Responsible for the 
structure of the Mishkan; the walls, sup-
ports and beams. The total of the tribe of 
Levi is 22,000. On the front side, the east of 
the Mishkan, Moshe and Aharon and fam-
ilies camped.  

The encampment around the Mishkan 
had 2 layers. The Leviim were in close, on 
3 of the 4 sides of the Mishkan. The 4th side, 
the leading side, had Moshe and Aharon.  
The entire 12 tribes were farther removed 
on all 4 sides.  

The 3 sons of Levi were family groups; 
Gershon, Kehat and Merari. They had full 
responsibility for the Mishkan. Their tasks 
fell in categories.  Gershon; textiles. Kehat; 
furniture. Merari; building. Gershon took 
care of the curtains and coverings. Kehat, 
the important main vessels of the Mishkan.  
And Merari the structure of the building.

6th aliya (3:40-51) Count all the 
firstborn of the age of a month 
and above. The Leviim are to 

replace the firstborn.  There were 273 more 

number is 157,600. The total count of the 
army age men is 603,550 without the tribe 
of Levi.

The people travel and camp with the 
Mishkan in their midst. Physically and 
metaphorically. We travel our history with 
G-d in our midst. While the distinct feel-
ing you get in the detailed description of 
where each tribe encamped is the feeling 
of an army encampment, there is another 
layer of meaning. Yes, regimented. Specific.  
Detailed. Organized. But an army for which 
purpose? To fight the anticipated foes in 
the Land of Israel? Or to be the army of 
Hashem? A fighting army with its G-d in 
its midst? Or both?  

4th aliya (3:1-13) Aharon’s 
sons’ names were Nadav, 
Avihu, Elazar and Itamar.  

Nadav and Avihu died without children.  
Elazar and Itamar serve as Kohanim with 
Aharon. Take the Leviim: they are to serve 
Aharon. The Leviim are responsible for the 
Mishkan: to support the Kohanim and the 
people, to facilitate the running of the Mish-
kan. The Leviim shall take the place of the 
first-born, who became obligated to me 
when saved in Egypt.  

There are 2 groups mentioned here:  
Kohanim and Leviim. The lineage of the 
Kohanim is given.  It just doesn’t take much 
room. Because Aharon is a Kohen and his 
sons. But he only has 2.  So the entire lin-
eage of the Kohanim is 3 people. The Leviim, 
on the other hand, are an entire tribe, 
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contemporary terms, it is a lesson about time 
management. Time is a gift, but it is an ephem-
eral gift. A moment lost can never be retrieved.

But Rabbi Akiva insists that this is not his les-
son, but Sarah’s lesson. It is the legacy that she 
left for her descendants. Queen Esther grasped 
that legacy. She did not assume the role of a 
passive queen, but actively reigned over all 
of her 127 provinces. She studied their needs, 
recognized their individual differences, and 
helped each of them best utilize their unique 
resources. As Grandmother Sarah valued each 
and every one of her years, so too did Esther 
value every one of her many provinces.

So must we all learn to utilize all of our 
blessings to the fullest, whether they be 
the blessing of longevity or the blessing of 
political power, the blessing of wealth or the 
blessing of grandchildren. Living a full life 
means appreciating all of our blessings and 
making the most of them.

What wonderful teachers we have had, 
and how differently and creatively they 
taught us these lessons. Sarah taught them in 
the context of the family tent. Esther taught 
them from her royal palace. Rabbi Akiva 
taught them from his classroom lectern.

Whatever our place in life, following their 
lessons will lead to a life of meaning and pur-
pose, the kind of life for which we all strive.

Thus, although this week’s Torah portion car-
ries Sarah’s name in its very title, she would be 
the first to make room for her progeny, Esther, to 
join her in teaching her lesson to us. Esther too 
has a place in Parshas Chayei Sarah. 

Real Life Rescues
Real Life Rescues 
EMT Saves Baby from  
Severe Allergic Reaction  
Following First Taste of Tahini
On a recent Tuesday morning in Jerusalem, parents 
were feeding their 6-month-old baby and introduced 
him to tahini for the first time. Within minutes, the 
baby developed a severe allergic reaction. The 
infant's parents immediately called emergency 
services, seeking urgent help.

United Hatzalah volunteer EMT Shalom Klein, 
alerted to the emergency through his proximity alert 
system, sprang into action as the first responder on 
the scene. Arriving promptly, Shalom was confronted 
with a distressing sight - a baby boy with swollen lips 
and tongue, struggling to breathe, and covered in a 
worrisome rash.

Recognizing the symptoms as indicative of an 
anaphylactic shock, the volunteer knew immediate 
intervention was crucial. Without hesitation, he 
administered a life-saving EpiPen injection, delivering 
a dose of epinephrine to counteract the severe 
allergic reaction. The powerful medication quickly 
took effect, and the infant's breathing became less 
labored. The swelling in the lips and tongue began to 
subside, providing much-needed relief to the child.

As the symptoms continued to recede, the EMT 
monitored his condition while awaiting the arrival of 
a mobile intensive care ambulance. Several minutes 
later, the ambulance team arrived and transported 
the infant to the nearest hospital for further 
treatment and observation.

Reflecting on the incident, Shalom emphasized the 
importance of having an EpiPen readily available. 
"It's a great thing 
I had an EpiPen in 
my medical kit," he 
stated. "An EpiPen 
can save a person's 
life within minutes 
and is a huge help 
for both EMTs and 
patients."
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Jewish EMT Reunites With Muslim Bedouin Father 
and Son He Rescued Following October 7th Hamas 
Attack That Killed The Man’s Wife
On Wednesday, United Hatzalah volunteer EMT Ariel 
Pachima paid a visit to a Muslim father and son whom 
he rescued and treated on the 7th of October, following 
the attack by Hamas terrorists that claimed the life of the 
man’s wife together with more than 1,400 other Israelis. 
Early on the morning of October 7th, Hamed and Fatima, 
residents of the Bedouin town of Arara BaNegev were 
driving to Mivtachim, a town close to the Gaza border, 
where Hamed works in a greenhouse growing tomatoes. 
They had brought along with them their young boy in the 
back of the car. As Hamed stopped the car at an intersection, 
Hamas terrorists on motorcycles who had infiltrated Israeli 
territory, opened fire on Hamed and Fatima’s car. Hamed's 
wife was killed almost immediately, while Hamed and their 
infant son sustained injuries from shrapnel.
Hamed managed to exit the car and sought refuge with 
his child, remaining in hiding for several hours. At one 
point he and his son were caught in a crossfire between 
Hamas terrorists and IDF soldiers and he thought they 
were going to die. After the soldiers eliminated the 
terrorists they found Hamed hiding and were about to 
shoot him as they thought that he too was a terrorist. The 
company commander, noticing the child, and Hamed 
speaking some Hebrew, told the soldiers not to shoot 
as he was Israeli. “I saw my death right in front of me 
until the commander said I was Israeli,” Hamed told Ariel 
during the meetup. 
After the soldiers left, Hamed decided to leave the area 
with a car he found and drove to the Ofakim intersection 
nearby, that is where he crossed paths with Ariel who 
was serving as an EMT on an ambulance. Ariel was on 
a makeshift response team that consisted of only him 
and the ambulance driver, whom he didn’t even know. 
“When I arrived in the south to help I was told to simply 
get on the ambulance and go help people. The driver 
and I didn’t even have enough time to get to know one 
another, we just went and helped whoever we could, 
and we found Hamed and his son.
Hamed had sustained shrapnel 
injuries to his back, and the 
boy had shrapnel injuries to his 
shoulder and upper torso. Both 
were bleeding. Ariel cleaned and 
bandaged the wounds, while the 
driver drove as fast as he could to 
Soroka Hospital, knowing that they 
would need to come back and 
treat and transport others. 
Following this encounter, Pachima lost contact with 
Hamed. Ariel, who works at a cement factory in Beer 
Sheva was approached by a fellow employee who 
lives in Arara BaNegev and is Hamed’s neighbor who 
reconnected the two.




