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There’s Gold in Them There Hills!

“And the king of Sedom said to Avram, ‘Give me the people and the belongings take for yourself.’ And Avram said to the king of Sedom, ‘I raise my hand (in an oath) to G-d Almighty, Maker of the heaven and earth, I shall not take (even) a string or shoelace, nor shall I take anything from that which is yours. (So) you should not (be able to) say, ‘I made Avram wealthy’” (Genesis 14:21-23).

W

hen Avraham (known as Avram before G-d changed his name at the end of the parsha) heard that his nephew, Lot, was taken captive by a marauding army while pillaging the city of Sedom, Avraham immediately equipped his men and mobilized them into battle. Avraham succeeded in overcoming the enemy, securing Lot’s release and recovering all the property taken from the city’s inhabitants.


In a show of gratitude, the king of Sedom came out to greet Avraham and participated in a festive meal celebrating the victory (1). At the meal, the king requested that Avraham return all the captives, while agreeing to let Avraham keep the spoils for himself. 

Avraham, however, was not interested in anything that had belonged to Sedom. He understood its king’s arrogant nature (2), and was afraid the king would say that he was responsible for Avraham’s great wealth. But Avraham had been promised by G-d that he would become prosperous (3), and when it would happen, Avraham wanted it to be clear to everyone that it was in fact G-d Who was responsible for his success, not any mortal being.

The Talmud (4) records that, generations later, Avraham’s descendants were rewarded for their patriarch’s self-sacrifice with the mitzvahs of tzitzis-tassels and tefillin (phylacteries), corresponding to Avraham’s altruistic declaration, “I shall not take (even) a string or shoelace.” What is the connection between strings and shoelaces and these mitzvahs?

Simply put, it would seem the link between Avraham’s statement and the mitzvahs rewarded is merely a play on words: tzitzis-tassels are made with strings, while tefillin boxes are tied to the arm and head with straps. In truth, however, there is a much deeper connection (5).

After the seizure of his city’s belongings by foreign powers, the king of Sedom lost his legal claim to those belongings. He had certainly given up hope on retrieving them when his army lost the battle, and Avraham, in turn, acquired the possessions when his army defeated those forces and retrieved the goods (6). 

Therefore, since the property no longer belonged to the king and his people, had Avraham in fact retained the property for himself, the king could not have honestly declared that he was responsible for Avraham’s wealth.

Yet, Avraham refused to assert his right of ownership concerning Sedom’s possessions. In his abundant love for the Creator, Avraham cautioned away from anything, even the possibility of a false statement, which might have served to minimize the glorification of G-d’s Name upon the ultimate fulfillment of His promise for material success. Such is the dedication of a true servant of G-d.

In reward for his actions, Avraham’s descendants received two mitzvahs that proclaim them to be G-d’s chosen servants, a status which Avraham would be very proud of. The tzitzis-tassels, which aid us in being ever mindful of G-d and His commandments, are the seal of G-d affixed to our clothing (7). Concerning tefillin, as well, the Torah writes, “And all the people of the land shall see that the Name of G-d is pronounced upon you (8).”
Throughout the generations, Torah leaders followed in our patriarch’s ways and avoided actions that allowed even the remotest possibility of negative interpretation, which would thereby minimize their ability to glorify His Name through their otherwise saintly behavior.

The Talmud relates that the 3rd Century Talmudist, Rav, did not buy his meat on credit, fearing that perhaps he would become delayed in his payment, causing the butcher to assume that Rav was a thief. When Abaye, a later generation Talmudist, bought meat from business partners, he would be careful to give money to each of them before he took any meat, just in case the other partner was not aware that Abaye had already given payment and would think the Torah scholar was stealing (9).

Unfortunately, there are people who eagerly await the chance to pounce upon the shortcomings of the Jewish people, and in their excitement draw erroneous conclusions. We must therefore be especially mindful of Whom we represent, the King of kings, blessed be He, and of the “Seventy Wolves (10)” waiting in ambush to distort our actions. Our every movement represents a golden opportunity to sanctify the Name of our Creator, and with careful mining we could strike it rich! 

-----------------------

(1) Bereishis 14:18. (2) Ohr HaChaim to ibid. v.21. (3) Bereishis 12:2. (4) Chullin 88b. (5) Rabbi Reuvein Melamed (d.1985) in his Meilitz Yosher. (6) See Talmud Bava Kamma 116b. (7) See Sefer HaChinuch Mitzvah 386. (8) Deut. 28:10. (9) Yoma 86a. (10) Representing the seventy Gentile nations, against Israel, the sheep.
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