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Chapter I: Bereisheet (Gen. 1:1-6:8)

Essay 17. The greatness of gold
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Also there in Midrash Rabbah, we read:

Rabbi Abbahu said: The Holy One, Blessed be He, gave a great thing to His world,
for a man exchanges one gold coin into copper coins and can use it for many purposes. This
is as it is said, “The gold of that land is good” (Gen. 2:12).! What is [the meaning of] “good”?
It is good when one is in the house and it is good when one lodges with it accompanying him.
[Gold is of great value when one is at home and is also very useful to take with when one travels,
as a small amount of it is of great value.]?

Examination is required, that after [the Midrash] said a logical argument that G-d
gave a great thing upon the world, that a man exchanges one gold coin and can use it for many
purposes, what need was there for the proof from Scripture, saying, “The gold of that land is
good”? Also, what is the reason that [the Midrash] then asked, what is [the meaning of]
“go0d”? Also, what is this difficulty? The Midrash just explained why gold is useful. Also, the
solution that he gave, “It is good when one is in the house and it is good when one lodges with
it accompanying him,” this is not relevant to what it said, “The Holy One, Blessed be He, gave
a great thing to the world.”

’ English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
! Gen. Rabbah 16:1.
2 Ex. Rabbah 35:1.; Song of Songs Rabbah 3:10.




XPOI7 DTEN KYIV X903) N2 KITTT KRR WIS 997 NN TP 20D KYENT T P29 WMNT Wi )
X9 X502 K30 X377 130PT DI 253 DY 73Ip AR2T INITPIR 17 M 2T I X7 KT ANYIA2 0
WYY W KD XDDI) WD RITJTT DD 1M

It can be said, as it is said in a Mishnah in the 4™ chapter of Bava Metziah:

[When a buyer hands money to a merchant before the buyer moves the
merchandise, the purchase is not yet finalized. It becomes final when the buyer
moves the merchandise, and it is at that point that the merchant legally acquires the
money. |

[Thus, when one type of currency is exchanged for another, handing over
the first currency to the “merchant” of the second currency does not finalize the
deal. It is when the second currency is handed over to the “buyer” of the second
currency that the deal is finalized.]

The gold acquires the silver.

- Midrash Bava Metziah 4:1; Bava Metzia 44a

It is explained in the Gemara that the Mishnah is discussing a case where the “buyer” is
exchanging silver coins for gold coins held by “the merchant.” Thus, in that case, “gold is the
merchandise, and silver is the currency.’ Why don’t we view it the other way, that the one with
the gold is buying silver, and the one with the silver is the merchant? Because silver circulates
easily, but gold does not circulate easily. For example, many merchants today refuse to accept
bills larger than $20.

Rabbi Yehuda haNasi taught in his youth the opposite, that the silver acquires the gold,
because gold is a currency and silver the merchandise, as gold is highly regarded, but silver
is not highly regarded.
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By this, the words of Rabbi Abbahu will be understood, that initially he says, that G-d
gave a great thing to the world, for a man changes one gold coin and can use it for many
purposes. That follows the opinion that says that gold is a currency.

But according to the opinion that silver circulates more easily than gold, if so, it is not
such a great thing that G-d gave to the world, for isn’t silver a better currency? Therefore,
[Rabbi Abbahu] brings Scripture that it is said, “and the gold of that land is good.” If you’ll
say on the verse itself that one can question that silver circulates more easily, and if so, then

3 Bava Metzia 45b.



what is the meaning of “good.” Because of this, [Rabbi Abbahu] answers that even though
gold does not circulate easily, when one wants to conceal it in his house or when he wants to
go out on the road, then the gold is better than the silver, as it doesn’t take so much room
and it does not weigh so much for one who carries it.
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Also, it can be said that initially, he said that it is a very good thing that a man
exchanges one gold coin and can use it for many purposes, but about this the contrary can
be said, that it is not so good, because sometimes he can’t exchange it, not being able to find
anyone to make the exchange.

Even when he finds someone who wants to exchange it, he will lose some perutot as
the moneychanger’s profit, as we learned in tractate Maaser Sheni* and in tractate Shekalim.’
Because of this, [Rabbi Abbahu| brought a proof that even Scripture called it “good,” but
afterward he felt a question about the verse, why it called it “good,” and about this there was
a reason to question, as above.
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He solves the problem that it is good when one is in the house and it is good when one
lodges with it accompanying him. For, to the contrary of the above concerns, the entire world
desires to take gold in order to place it in a small, secure spot, or in order to bring it on the
road. He will always be able to exchange it without loss.

Regarding the discussion in Maaser Sheni and Shekalim, that some money is lost in
exchange, that refers to the pilgrimages to Jerusalem. Jerusalem is different, since all Israel
travels there and brings there the tithes of second ma’aser and Shekalim, and if all would
bring gold, it’s certain that there would be a shortage of the copper perutot coins, and thus every

perutot would be held dear. But elsewhere in the world, there is no such concern.

4 Maaser Sheni 4:2: “Maaser sheni may be redeemed at the lower market price: At the price at which the
shopkeeper buys and not at which he sells. At the price at which the money-changer takes small change and not at the
price at which he gives small change. Maaser sheni may not be redeemed in an estimated lump. If its value is known,
it may be redeemed according to the evaluation of one. But if its value is not known, it must be redeemed according
to the evaluation of three, as for instance in the case of wine which has formed a film, or produce which has begun to
rot, or coins which have become rusty.”

5> Shekalim 4:9.



