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Parashas Chayei Sarah discusses at great length the story of Eliezer finding a shidduch 

for Yitzchak Avinu. The Torah tells us about the sign that Eliezer devises as an indication 

of someone who is the right girl for Yitzchak:  ה ְשתֶׁ י נָא ַכֵדְך ְואֶׁ יָה ַהטִּ ר אַֹמר ֵאלֶׁ ְוָהיָה ַהנֲַעָר ֲאשֶׁ

ם ֲאדֹנִּ  ד עִּ סֶׁ יָת חֶׁ י ָעשִּ ה אָֹתּה הַֹכְחָת ְלַעְבְדָך ְליְִּצָחק ּוָבּה ֵאַדע כִּ יָך ַאְשקֶׁ יְוָאְמָרה ְשֵתה ְוגַם ְגַמלֶׁ . “If the girl will 

be willing to give both me and my camels to drink,” says Eliezer, “that will be a sign that 

she is the right one.” 

 

There’s an obvious problem here. We know that the Torah prohibits nichush, making a 

decision dependent on specific occurrences. The Gemara gives an example of a person 

who says, “If the bread falls out of my hand, I won’t do a business deal tomorrow.” 

That’s forbidden under the lav d’Oraysa of nichush. Isn’t Eliezer’s proposal nothing 

short of nichush?  

 

To further compound this issue, the Gemara (Chullin 95) says:  כל נחש שאינו כאליעזר עבד

אינו נחש ... םאברה . The Rambam explains this Gemara literally, to mean that the classic 

example of the prohibition of nichush is what Eliezer did. The Raavad on that Rambam 

exclaims: If that is so, how is it that Eliezer, the servant of Avraham, transgressed this 

prohibition? 

 

The answer is found in the words of the Ran, both in the Chiddushei HaRan in Chullin 

and in the Derashos HaRan. Nichush is prohibited, explains the Ran, when a person 

makes his decisions dependent on some random, illogical occurrence. But if a person 

devises a contingency that is totally logical – for example, if he says that if there’s a 

severe weather alert tomorrow he won’t go out on a family picnic – that’s not nichush, 

that’s a sound judgment call that makes perfect sense. Eliezer’s proposal wasn’t just a 

random sign, says the Ran, but rather a logical test. Eliezer understood that a girl’s ability 

to be Yitzchak’s wife and Avraham’s daughter-in-law was directly linked to her 

willingness to give both Eliezer and the camels to drink. 
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Simply understood, the condition was that she needed to be a baalas middos, and if she 

displayed good middos by giving water in a benevolent way, that would be proof that she 

was a proper wife for Yitzchak. But it’s not that simple. While it’s true that giving to 

drink so generously is an indication of excellence in certain middos, it does not indicate 

that she excelled in all of her middos. Indeed, Rashi notes that this test reflected the 

middah of chessed, as he comments on the words  ָאָֹתּה הַֹכְחת:  

 

 . אברהםראויה היא לו שתהא גומלת חסדים וכדאי ליכנס בביתו של  

 

Yes, Eliezer’s test showed only the middah of chessed, but that was the most critical 

condition for joining Avraham’s family and his way of life. We know that Avraham’s 

primary avodah was that of chessed, and it was therefore only logical that the most 

important middah to test for in Rivka was chessed. That’s not nichush; rather, as the 

passuk says:  it’s a logical proof and an indication that this girl was suited to –  אָֹתּה הַֹכְחתָ 

be Yitzchak’s wife.  

 

Pure Chessed 

Through careful study of Eliezer’s test, we can glean a fundamental insight into chessed. 

Eliezer stipulated that the proof of Rivka’s middah of chessed would be if she offered to 

give the camels to drink as well. What was so significant about that added gesture?  

 

Simply understood, and this is what some of the Rishonim seem to say, the idea was that 

giving water to the camels was above and beyond Eliezer’s request. Eliezer requested 

only a drink for himself, and if he would see that the girl went above and beyond what 

she was asked for, that would be a proof that she’s a baalas chessed. But perhaps there is 

a much deeper meaning to Eliezer’s litmus test. If all Eliezer wanted to see was her own 

initiative, to give above and beyond what she was asked for, why did he specify that she 

should give the camels as well? Weren’t there other people there? Indeed, the Chizkuni 

points out that every camel had its respective rider. If so, Eliezer could have tested her by 

seeing whether she would offer to give water to all the riders as well. Why did Eliezer 

stipulate that the only real proof of her being a baalas chessed is if she would give the 

camels to drink?  

 

In general, if we do a mitzvah or exhibit a middah with an ulterior motive, we have done 

a good deed, but one that is lacking the element a lishmah. When it comes to chessed, 

however, an ulterior motive is not just a lack of lishmah, it’s no longer chessed – which is 

fueled by a desire to help another person – but rather a self-serving act. Acting for your 

own benefit undermines the act of chessed.  

 

Rashi at the beginning of Parashas Vayechi points out that chessed done to the deceased 

is called chessed shel emes, because there is no expectation of payback, and therefore 

there can be no ulterior motive. It seems from Rashi that any chessed that involves 

another motivation is not true chessed.  

 

When it comes to chessed, altruism is not just a nice thing; it’s a necessity. Any chessed 

done for extraneous benefit is simply not chessed. How often do we do chessed because 
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it’s in our best interests – whether it’s because we want something in return, or we’re 

looking for some sort of reciprocation? Sometimes, our motivations are more subtle: we 

do chessed because we are embarrassed to look selfish or inflexible, or because we want 

to bolster our reputation or enhance our shidduch résumé.  

 

Eliezer is teaching us that acts like these are not chessed, and do not prove a girl’s 

worthiness to enter Avraham’s empire of chessed.  

 

Let’s see how she responds to the camels’ thirst, Eliezer proposes. Not only is there’s no 

payback, no headline, when giving a camel to drink, there isn’t even any recognition! 

You won’t even get a smile out of a camel. If Rivka will give a camel to drink, that will 

be chessed in its purest form, and then we can say: אָֹתּה הַֹכְחָת ְלַעְבְדָך ְליְִּצָחק.  

 

Rivka came from a very cultured home, from a family that was well-mannered and 

outwardly benevolent. Look at Lavan – he seems very benevolent, very sensitive. He is 

attuned to Rivka’s needs and emotional concerns, and even says that he has to ask Rivka 

for her opinion. Later on, he’s very vocal about not marrying off his younger daughter 

before the older one. He also performs beautiful hachnassas orchim. But although Lavan 

seems so hospitable and caring, Rashi clues us in as to how his every act was deceptively 

self-serving. Eliezer wanted to make sure that Rivka excelled in chessed shel emes, not in 

the deceptive chessed of Lavan. 

 

The Message in the Jewelry  

In light of this new understanding of Eliezer’s test, I would like to add another insight. 

Immediately after Rivka gives the camels to drink, Eliezer gave Rivka jewelry, as the 

passuk says:  ֶׁים ַעל יָד ידִּ ְשָקלֹו ּוְשנֵי ְצמִּ יש נֶׁזֶׁם זָָהב בֶַׁקע מִּ ים לְִּשתֹות ַויִַּקח ָהאִּ ר כִּלּו ַהְגַמלִּ י ַכֲאשֶׁ יָה ֲעָשָרה ַויְהִּ

ְשָקָלם  What type of jewelry? A ring that weighed a beka and two bracelets that .זָָהב מִּ

weighed asarah zahav. Rashi says that the beka was an allusion to the machatzis 

hashekel, which was called a beka, and the two bracelets symbolized the two luchos, 

whose weight of asarah zahav corresponded to the Aseres Hadibros. Simply understood, 

Eliezer gave Rivka jewelry with a Jewish theme, the mystical motifs of machatzis 

hashekel and the Aseres Hadibros.  

 

From the juxtaposition of the pesukim, however, it would seem that this was not a 

random giving of jewelry, but rather the culmination of Eliezer’s decision that Rivka was 

the right one. 

 

Why specifically these motifs? Maybe we can suggest that although Eliezer had found a 

way to test whether Rivka was a true baalas chessed, there was still more that he needed 

to impart to her. As Yidden, we do chessed, but we do it with a  Torah’dik perspective. 

There’s a Shulchan Aruch for chessed. We are not governed by rules of etiquette, nor do 

we do chessed out of guilt pangs or humanitarian activism. Our chessed is governed by 

the Torah and the Shulchan Aruch. Look at Avraham Avinu, the paradigm of chessed. 

While experiencing the intense pain of his bris milah, at an advanced age, he’s begging 

for guests, in the heat of day. Yet the same Avraham sent away Hagar and Yishmael, and 

the same Avraham did an Akeidas Yitzchak – seemingly barbaric acts, the antithesis of 
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chessed. But when it’s Yiddishe chessed, it’s not governed by emotion, and the way it 

looks it’s not the way it seems. Yiddishe chessed is governed by the will of Hashem and 

His Torah.  

 

Our mitzvos bein adam l’chaveiro are no different from our mitzvos bein adam laMakom 

in this regard; both are governed solely by Hakadosh Baruch Hu’s ratzon and chochmah. 

The Torah gives us a perspective on chessed: Olam chessed yibaneh – we don’t live for 

ourselves and we weren’t created for ourselves. We are only a part of a bigger Am 

Yisrael, one big nishmas Yisrael. We need to look at ourselves not as complete and 

independent human beings, but rather as a machatzis, a part of a greater entity.  

 

That what the message of the machatzis hashekel, and that is the Yiddishe perspective on 

chessed: the recognition that we are all brothers, all part of a larger entity and 

interconnected. This was the crucial message that Eliezer wanted to give over to Rivka. 

Yes, I see you’re a true baalas chessed, but I still need to tell you more, through this  נֶׁזֶׁם

ְשָקלֹו   .that symbolizes the machatzis hashekel זָָהב בֶַׁקע מִּ

 

Then there was another message, the message of ְשָקָלם יָה ֲעָשָרה זָָהב מִּ ים ַעל יָדֶׁ ידִּ  We .ּוְשנֵי ְצמִּ

have two luchos – one, the Rishonim say, stands for the mitzvos bein adam laMakom, 

while the other stands for the mitzvos bein adam l’chaveiro. These are inseparable, 

Eliezer tells Rivka. Bein adam l’chaveiro and bein adam laMakom are all ratzon 

Hashem. There’s no difference between them.  

 

Eliezer has given us a shiur klali in chessed: First, the appreciation of what true chessed 

is, and the understanding that anything less is simply not chessed. And second, the 

recognition that Yiddishe chessed is not always the way it feels or looks, but is measured 

by the yardstick of Torah and ratzon Hashem. 

 

Baruch Hashem, our world is brimming with chessed, whether it’s chessed organizations 

or plain, old-fashioned homemade chessed. But Eliezer has taught us two very 

fundamental lessons that we must always keep in mind: Make sure it’s chessed shel emes, 

and make sure that it’s Torah’dik chessed and ratzon Hashem.  

 

May the Eibishter give us the koach and the moach to allow these lessons to penetrate our 

outlook on chessed and be a guiding light in our approach to chessed al pi Torah. 

 

Gut Shabbos.  


