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FI VE TESTS OF CHARACTER 

1ovenber 2 3, 1952 

In the weekly reading of our Torah in our synagogues., we completed this last 

week the story of the first JeYt , the story of Abraham, who died in a rood old a e and 

was gathered to his people . The Bible says that Abraham gave all that he had unto 

Isaac ., and of course, it as not of physical or IT'aterial t.hings that the BibJe speaks . 

And it is , therefore , interesting to inquire jut exactly hat did Abraham ·ve unto 

Isaac . twas the legacy wtich Abraham left to his descendants? What were the out-

standing qualiti s of this first Jew? What were the attributes of his character? 

What was his visj on and his hope which he transuti. tted to his children? Abraham had 

lived a long life , had seen and experienced much . Just 1 hat was it t.hat enabled +his 

first pil ~n of the ages , his first pilgrim of the hmnan spirit, to found a religion 

and o found a nation which has encn,~red £or nearly 4, 000 y ars? 

Well , let• s look at the tocy: of ~is life as it is recorded in the Bible , and se-:; 

what the sa.creJ biogra~hers who wrote Abrah miss ,ory eemed of sufficient :importance 

·to note , to call attent.ion to , int he telling of his story. There are full 13 chap­

ters of the Book of Genesis devoted to the story of Abraham. 

Well , the first im;>crt~nt fact which i recorded about Abraham as that, he left 

his native land, Babylon, and wandered way into a far co try, Canaan, on the di -

tant shores of the editerranea so th?t he c uld practice his ne - found faith unmol­

ested. Abraham rejected the idol worship of his day , of the world about him, the orld 

in which he was born and reared. Abraham recognized the one True God , the Creator of 

the Universe , the God of all mankind, and in order to escape rsecution nd . ossible 

death, he became an exile in a foreign land. The n~w vision which had come to him was 

over-powering; the new insights which he gainud proved so compelling that he was pre­

ared to leave his home , his native land , his kit.hand kin, face the dangers of a new 

world, and the hostility which always confronte strangers in a new world . He as con­

tent to alter his entire way of life , just so he could be true to himself and just so 
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he conJ.d. teach that new truth which had come to him to others . 

Now ., Abraham transmitted this tradition of pilgrimage, this tl·adi tion of 

"Get thee out of thy home, of thy native ]and, " for the sake of a great. ideal• He 

transmitted it to his desc_ndants . 

Those people who nrefer to remain v:here they are, not to inconvenience themselves, 

and even v,hen t:1ey have found a new ., revolutionary t ,ruth, prefer to hide their light 

under a bushal so as not invite cricitism or persecution - such people are never num­

bere among the pilgrirrs of the ages who open up nev continents for the mind and t~ 

spirit of man. 

Of Abraham the Bible says: 

nAnd Abraham journeyed and he continued t.o journey all the time to the egev •11 And an 

eminent Jewish mystic, Shner Zalman, commenting on the phase "He 

kept on traveling., he kept on journeying, " said that he kept on traveling 

ttfrom one level to a higher level, fr m one plane ,o a still higher plane" , 

o life and thought and experience . 

ow ., the history of Abraham •s descendants, the history of the Jewish people , has 

been a record of pilgrimage - from place to place ., h orn country to country, never hid­

ing their light, never surrendering conviction to convenience , even when it meant in­

vi ing persecution P.nd hostility. 

In a few days our belcved country will celebrate Thanksgiving nay , and Tha.nksgivil}g 

D y r cal]s another group of Pilgrims , Pilgrims who prj ded themselves , by the way., of 

be·n~ the spiritual descendants of Abraham, who likewise left their native lad to 

come to the forbidct·ng and hostile shores of the Atlantic , to a ildernes , to endure 

trials and tribu.1.ations , most of them to perish dthin the f~rst year of their arrival 

upon these shores just so they could be true to themselves , to the new light which had 

come to them, juat so they c0uld worship God accord:tng to the light that was in them. 
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And these Pilgrims, too , because they dared to become pilgrims for the s ake of th 

truth, helped to found a great nation and to establish a gr at tradition for us and far 

mankind. 

And so here perbaps i the first quali y of character that. was cheiracteristic of 

the first J~w , which he hoped to transmit to his descendants - the quality of daring 

to adventure into the unknown, into da ger , for the sake of truth 1 Then the biographers 

of Abrah~~ further tell us that Abraham was a man of peace . The shepherds of Lot, his 

ne new, and his own shepherds were in the habit of grazing their ~locks on the same land 

and the land , as the Bible says , could not support both of them . There was not enough 

grazing ground in the immediate vicinit.y for both the flocks of Abr ham and the flocks 

of wt, and here v,as a real struggle for "Lebensraum"; here was a real cause for war . 

one wan ed and der.ianded and claimed, 2nd th other possessed. ttAnd there was strife e­

tween the herdsmen of Abraham's cattle ~nd those of tot • s ca ,tle ," sa
4

, s tl e Bible . 

There as strife, which tended to break up the tri e and lead o bloodshed. 

But how did Father Abraham resolve this difficulty? How did h reak through this 

impasse? nThen Abra.ham said to Jpt , n we read in the ible, "' Let there be no strife b -

tween 
4
rou and mt?, for we are kinsme .• Is no the whole 1 nd b fore you? Separate our­

self from me . If you take the left hand, then I will fO to the right, or if you take 

the right hand, then I will go to the lPft .1 nd Lot chose the fertile lands of the 

Jordan Valley and weat there , and braham duelt in the land of can an." 

Abraham was a man of peace . He was repare to nake conces ~io~s for the 3 2.ke vf 

eace . He was prepared to take t isks for the saka of peace . Abraham kne tha there 

was room on God ' s earth for everytocy , and Abraham bequeathed this love of peace to his 

descendants . "Shalom aleichem.' That ' s the Ht;.brew greetin throu h the ages . "Peace 

be to you.n 
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And the Jewish people were the first to nroclaim to the orld and to pro ect for 

mankin<l the visicn of international eace . "They shall bea· their mvord into plou1h­

shares . " These are the words of Isaiah and of iicah, "and thej_r knives into pruning 

hooks . ation shall not lift up sword against nation or learn war anymore . " And that 

vision ,as given to mankind at a time when war was looked upon as he noble st occ11. a-

t ion of men and of nations - legi tir11Ate , divinely sanctioned - and the right to conquer 
neighbor .:.ng 

the possessions of a B■Ml• people or a distan people was a right sanctioned by nature 

and God . 

Rabbi Eliezer cf the Talmud declared : •ureat is ace , for all 

the prophets are to do nothing more than to place ·n the mouth of eve y hurr.an beirg ·n 

the orld, Shalom. " And so , here is another quality , another attribute of 

the first tew - a lover 0 1 neace , a seeker of ace . 

aracter of 

~ ell , what were some of the oth .r qualities. brah s q lover of peace but he 

was not a pacifist . If need be , e was prepa~ d to figh to protect he in ocent . If 

r.eed b , he was prepared to fight to protect the right. The le1n ·,hich his nephew, Jot, 

had chosen, the land of Sodom and morrah near the Jordan Valley, was attacked by mar­

aud:tn,J chieftains who carried avra~r much booty, many cap i1ea, includ7.ng I.o him elf, and 

one ho caped brought the nevrs to braham. And what did Abraham do? Did he saJr , I ' m 

sorry but can•t o anything bout it? I do not believe in resistiT'l ., vil, or , ~t ·~ 

no my cone rn . Th ible says : 0 When Abraham heard t.hat his k1 n l'Ucl.!l had been ta.k n 

captiv , he let forth his trained men ., 318 of them , and went out in pursuit as far as 

nan, and he overtook hem an route them nd brough bac c 3.ll he gcods and all he 

captives . " Well, did braham do all this or t sa :c of a reVl,qrd . The King of Sodom 

said to him., wh n Abraham came back with the boot and th€ c ptives a. ct all t had be n 

plund red - the King of odom in deep appreciation sai to fbr han : noive me the ce:ptives 

but take t e ~oods for rours lf as your wewa~d. OU ha.ire done a mi hty deed . OU en-

dangered your lives and the lives of your follovfers to help us . want to ward you for 
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i t . n But braham said to the Kin of So om , so reads the ib ... e , 'I have sworn o the 

Lord God , ost High , L'~ker of heaven and earth, th~t I wold not take a thread or a 

sandal- hong or s.n .. h:-..ng that is yours , lest you ay , ' You have made braham rich . ttt 

1ow , this quality of fighti g for one's righ wi hout expecting any re ard -

that , s another precious qualitv iluch braham queathed to hi descendar ts . 

"To perform a 

do for its own sake 

i tzvahn , to do what is right, b 1t you feel ;vou ought to 

to study, not for the sak of makinp the stu.~y a 

spa e vd. h hich to dig or a crown with which to exalt o~e•s ael~ , but to s udy for 

it own sake - that became a principle of Jewish ethics . "Be not like servants who 

serve the·~ mas er for the sake of recei ·ng a reward , but be like unto thos w10 

serve their ma st r , God , IVi hout t.he >ectation of any re ard. " 

And rhat else was typics.l of the character of raham? 1ha is really another 

test of character? Let •~ use the rord , hospit lity, hich is a beautiful word but 

wl-iicn means much more than inviting ests to your ta le., to your board for the sake 

f 3ocialbility, of friendship . The Bib e and, braham kne'1 of' a much higher deeree of 

hospitality . Abraham , we a re:: told in the ible , kept hi tent at the crossroads open 

in all directions so that wanderers and wayfarers and the weak from t. dust of the 

esert could come to his tent to find shelter an rest and food . nd one da , records 

the Bible ., Abraham was sitting at th:? ~or of his tent and he lift up his eyes aid 

a in the distance three men approaching , trangers seemin ly. V/ell , Abraham did not 

wait until they c 8 e to his ent and asked for hosp.:- tali y tot he stranger . The Bibl 

says , 11A raham ran out to meet h m a1 d be d hem . u 

''Please oo not pass by the hwnble dwe ... ling place o~ your se vant . , "Here 

is water to wash ;row· tir~d feet . Here is a tree under ,hose shado you may rest , and 

I will fetch you food . 11 And the story rec or s h~ t Abraham, aft r the men had rested, 

ave them food made out of fine meal nd meat om a calf , t nder and -ood, and he set 



- 6-

it befo!'e them, and he stood by them under the t ee 1 hile they ate . Abraham did not 

question them who they W€re 1 where they were going . Perhaps thy re men of evil in­

tent . Abraham saw three human begins who had been~andering across the burning sands 

of the desert and who undoubtedly were ·n need of help , of rest, of food~ and he gave 

it -to them, ithot.t he:sitation, eage ly, without questioning . What acious hospital­

ity to strange!'s 1 Th1 s was not throwing a morsel grudgingly as charity to the poor. 

Here we.s the open hand and the open heart . Here was a glad sharing of what you have . 

Here was a case where you B.nticipated the want of man . Here was a case of the love of 

your fe llowma:n . 

An • nteresting passaf!e in the Talmud where a Je 'f , Job , says: t did ~br&ham 

do thAt I d idn •t do? Vlhy is he so acclaimed and called t i e beloved of God?" And the 

ansv,er hich 7raS given to him was : n lbw lon - will you pram y01 self Job?n 

e didn •t antici­

pate their want. This noble traaition of ho3pital·ty, of •tsdokoh'• , 1hich means more 

than ch ,..i tJr, Abraham transmi tte to his chil en . Jews have a1ways prized 

"the bringing of so-journers , of wayfarers -:.nto your home , 

of s ... rving men and providing for ·their needs in di ity, as one human eing to another . 

• ell , there is another a.· stinctive character trait which the biograohers of Abra­

ham found in him nd to hich they all attention , Abraham's uncompromising sense o:f 

justice . If justice in later times becam the battle cry of the prophets of Israel 

"thou shalt pursue justice all the time" , and if justice became 

the key ord ~n the ethi cs o Judaism - the fountainheRd of that inspiration is the 

first Jew, Abreham. 

reari you the ·tory ~ i morn ·.n from the 18th chapter of the ook of Genesis . 

God determined to destroy the wicked cities of So om and Gemo:crah because th inhabi­

tants of them had become so sinful, they had stooped so lov1 th t th_y had reached tre 

level of the beast . They deserved to be destroyed . o uestion abolJt it 1 But Abr a-

ham dreVi near unto the wrd and said t "Shall not the God of justice do justice Himself?" 
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11 Perhay,s you wj 11 find j n the city of Somon and Gemo:".'rah 50 righteous men. ill yo not 

.I:' th k f th r:'Q save thF' city? Why should all be de strove ?•• And as yot: fol -~or .e sa e o e e / - • 

low the reading of that chapter , there were no So. There wer no 45 , there were no 40, 

there were no 30 , there no 20 1 there were no 10 1 But .braham pleaded for a city of sin­

ners because he wanted a moral princ • ple to be safeguarded. There is o ., moral law 

hich is binding upon all, and bindirg even upon God 1 The only hope of the wo.,..ld and 

of mankind is the reign of he moral law. 

Hoon three thin s, said the Rabbis , tha wo1 d stands fi : r·_ on justice , upon 

truth, upon peace 1 

And finally , there is c11other dominant trait which the biogra hers of Abraham 

found in his character . Abraham as prepared to nak maximum sacrifices for his faith . 

The Rabbis said that Abrahan wus tested ten times to find cut whether he wou]d with-.. 

s nd trial for the sake of his aonviction, an he mthst od them all . The Bible , of 

course , tells of the greatest of these trials . "And j _t came to pass after these thin s 

that God said unto Abraha.11: Take thou thy son , hy only son, him who th u lovest , 

Isaac , and offer hlm as A. sacr::.fice upon one of the mountains which I will show thee . " 

The son that brah m pr~yed fer and hoped for , he son of his old age, the son which 

WAS to carry on his name , his .,ra i tion to al] f\1ture ages , the light of hi life - ·1e 

y;a to take tha.t son and offer him as a sacrifice . And wi t.hout any hesi t.ation , wit 

out any ar ,en -a ion , Abraham rose pearly int e mor ing and took his son, Isaac , 

1 • th him and e an his jo ney to the rnountaj_n, I ount !oriah. A d hen - you know t e 

story - it • one of thE famous:tx stories of all time - hen he as about top t forth 

his hand with a knife an t.o ld.11 his son, the voic from heaven cri d out s "Put not 

forth our h nd against the lad and do him no hurt , for now I la1uw that thou art a Go 

fearing man in that thou didst not keep away thine on , thine only son , from e . ' 
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That tradition of being prepared to make ma.ximun sacrifices of one•s faith, Abra­

ham transmitted to his descendan~s. The Jewish people endured the furies of the cen­

turies - persecutions, exiles, inquisitions , pogroms, gas ch~.m ers - and remained stead-

fast so that they could pray as they did oray in the Dark Ages: 

no, God, look down .from heaven and lJehold. We are become a scorn and a derision among 

the nations. we are like unto sheep led to the slaughter to be murdered, to be es­

troyed, to be smi. tten, to be slain. ~ evertheless we have not :'orgotc,en Thy name. Please 

do not forget us ." 

Here, then, my ood friends, ar tests of character, quRliti~s of character which 

were pred minant in the first Jew, Abraham, cal)e d the 11beloved of God" and called the 

ttbeloved of Cod" not only by Jews, but :,.lso by all the Lohammedans of the world for 

they trace their ancestry, too, to Abraham, to Jshma 1. The quality of daring to sma h 

idols and to embark upor a piri tual adventure for the sake of one's new-fow d faith; 

a love of neace, a love of consid ration, a love of yielding at tines upon what you d 

believed to be your ,mquestionable right for the sak of 'shalom", peace ; courage, 

n vertheless, to ftght when it i~ necessary, in defense of the right, principally of 

the right of other people, and to fight for he trut~, not in order to be rewardea but 

for its own sake, disinterest in piety, disinte:-est in loyalty, disinterest in 101 ; 

hoE'pi tali ty of the spirit rhich means love of man, r e.11.y; the championi g c~ the 

principle of justice for all men, Jven for sinner, even for wrong-doers; nd the 

willingness to make sacrifices, if nee be, the supreme sacrifices of life, for the 

sake of one's confictions. Here are tests of character, the highest ideals of human­

it, decisive tests, ritical tests, and we who 4re the descendants of braham ought 

to from time to time, apply these test to ourselves to see how we match u9 to them. 

Are we ready when necessary to sacrifice convenience for conviction, or is ~ur religion 

entirely a matter of convenience? Do we love peace in our relation, one ·th another, 

in our business relations, in our circle and group , do we love peace strongly e ou h 
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to forgi ve, to overlook, to be conciliatory , to fore o fals pride and face- savin? 
H ve we the c urage to stand up and f:i ght for the t r uth , fight for the ri h , live 
for it , e ven if there is no re ard in the fighting for us Personally? Ho hospitable 
e.re we , r eally? re we con ent merely to give r,rudgin ly some charity once or twice 
a year? Does that discharge all of our obli ations to the principle of "Love thy 
neighbor as thyself11 ? Or does our heart open in hospitality to all men? owe go 
out of ou way , seeking an opportuni ty to serv , t.o help , not always be giving , bu 
ao et;mes by word, b counsel , by sho of friendliness? owe stand up for the 
right of men, not rre rely for our c ·m rights, bu f'or the ri ht of the stra ger , the 
colored a~ , the Yoraigr.er , for : 11. e o a r e wren ed? 

And fir.ally , how rea ar w o make sacrifices . Thank ..,od , •e are not called 
upon to m~ke these cup ene sacrifice e ·ent).y ich tear a life apart , but in 
ev ry s i uat:_on in life, daily life, frequently ~ a r called upon t.o mak sacrifices 
whj ch test our sin,Jer • t , he n e i of our " i 1:, of our religion, of our v,ay of 
lif~ 1 Arc 1e read to make those acrifi~es? 

f we are , 2nd if 1e have th se other 
qualities to larger or smalle de f:, ee - for noae of us can b as perfect as Abrahc>..111 -
1 are the trued scendants o Abraham, the children of a spiri • rt is a eat 
pri e to kno that a the he~cn, ter of o faith i the da n, the very beginning or 
our hi tor.l s peopl and f on fa th , the e stood :1is majestic hun an ein , 
7ho posse~~ed these b aut; f 11 ou--li es n uch n e{t:;:- ordinary measure and ho gave a 

ligh na a . eani g to his descendants thro ghout Jl sabseque s . Amen . 
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