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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

 

A stranger but also an inhabitant. 
  

ָק֙ם  ר ֶאלַוָיָּ֨ ל ְפֵנֵ֣י ֵמ֑תֹו ַוְיַדֵבֵּ֥ ם ֵמַעַ֖ ר ְבֵני ַאְבָרָהָ֔ ת ֵלאמ ֹֽ  ֵגר. ֵחַ֖
י  ה ֵמִתַ֖ ם ְוֶאְקְבָרֵּ֥ ֶב֙ר ִעָמֶכָ֔ י ֲאֻחַזת ֶקָּ֨ ּו ִלִ֤ ם ְתנָּ֨ י ִעָמֶכ֑ ִכַ֖ נ  ב ָאֹֽ ְותֹוָשֵּ֥
י.1  ִמְלָפָנֹֽ

And Abraham arose from before his dead, and he 

spoke to the sons of Heth, saying, "I am a stranger 

and an inhabitant with you. Give me burial 

property with you, so that I may bury my dead 

from before me." 

Rashi stresses the ambiguousness of the term 

"stranger and inhabitant", a stranger is a 

temporary guest, and an inhabitant belongs. Rashi 

explains    

אם תרצו הריני גר, ואם לאו אהיה תושב ואטלנה מן הדין, ...
 שאמר לי הקב"ה 'לזרעך אתן את הארץ הזאת'.2

If you are willing [to sell me burial property], I am 

a stranger, but if not, I will be as an inhabitant and 

will take it legally, for the Holy One, blessed be He, 

said to me, “To your seed I will give this land” 

Still, there is a problem with Rashi: If the land is 

Abraham's by law, he should take it, but the land 

was promised to "his seed", not to him, and only in 

the future will it become ours, so it isn’t his yet to 

take. 

This week we marked the one hundredth 

anniversary of the Balfour declaration. Rav Kook 

made a speech at a public thanksgiving service in 

London thanking the  British government and to 

king George the Fifth, saying the following: 

                                                           
 ד'.-בראשית כ"ג, ג' 1
 רש"י, שם, ד'. 2

I have come not only to thank the British nation, 
but even more, to congratulate it for the privilege 
of making this declaration. The Jewish nation is 
the “scholar” among the nations, the “people of 

the Book,” a nation of prophets; and it is a great 
honor for any nation to aid it. I bless the British 
nation for having extended such honorable aid to 
the people of the Torah, so that they may return 
to their land and renew their homeland.” 3. 

Rav Kook's point is connected to the well known  

first Rashi in the Torah: 

Said Rabbi Isaac: It was not necessary to begin the 

Torah except from “This month is to you,” (Exod. 

12:2) which is the first commandment that the 

Israelites were commanded, (for the main 

purpose of the Torah is its commandments, and 

although several commandments are found in 

Genesis, e.g., circumcision and the prohibition of 

eating the thigh sinew, they could have been 

included together with the other 

commandments). Now for what reason did He 

commence with “In the beginning?” Because of 

[the verse] “The strength of His works He related 

to His people, to give them the inheritance of the 

nations” (Ps. 111:6). For if the nations of the world 

should say to Israel, “You are robbers, for you 

conquered by force the lands of the seven nations 

[of Canaan],” they will reply, "The entire earth 

belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He; He 

created it and gave it to whomever He deemed 

proper When He wished, He gave it to them, and 
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when He wished, He took it away from them and 

gave it to us.4  

Rashi's point is that the Land of Israel was 

designated for the descendants of Shem, only 

afterwards the Canaanites conquered it, and our 

job is to return it to its original owner. The question 

must be asked why did this need to happen, why 

couldn’t the sons of Shem inherit The Land from 

day one? Ephron and the Hittites currently own the 

Maarat Hamachpela, the burial site of mankind's 

forefather and mother, Adam and Eve, shouldn’t 

The direct descendant of Shem have inherited it? 

It is as if Avraham says to the Hittites – God has 

honoured you with the temporary ownership of 

the Land, in order that I will be able to obtain it 

back from you both spiritually and physically. I am 

legally a stranger; it isn’t mine yet, so I will pay the 

full price in silver, allowing you to fulfill your task in 

the world, which is allowing me to do mine, to 

bring redemption to the whole world. If you go 

along with this, I will act as a stranger who needs 

to buy the cave, but if you forget for a second your 

place, and claim the Land is yours permanently, 

you will lose your legal and moral ownership of the 

Land, and I will become a permeant owner-

inhabitant. 

The Hittites accept something that sometimes 

takes millennia to understand, God wraps things in 

stages, so that we, Avraham's descendants, will be 

able to live up to our destiny, to raise and redeem 

the "Canaanites of the Land" and the Cave of 

Machpela as the Torah tells us 

ָּ֣ק   ה םַוָיֵ֣ ה ֶעְפ֗רֹון ֲאֶש֙ר ַבַמְכֵפָלָ֔  5...ְשֵדֵ֣

And the field and the cave within it were 

established (or "rose up" )  

And Rashi explains  

                                                           
 רש"י בראשית א', א'. 4

It received a rise in importance because it passed 

from the possession of a commoner into the 

possession of a king  

The cave and the whole of reality rise up when Am 

Yisrael will fulfil their destiny. As Rav Kook wrote, 

we bless the British Government on the honour 

they received to be able to help Am Yisrael to 

publicize God's name in the world. Now we must 

live up to this destiny. 
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