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Chapter V: Chayei Sarah (Gen. 23:1-25:18)

Essay 7: The merit of charity.

X XPR07 71N TRR Y R¥RD RIS T2 A3 DINOD MRy 03,77 109 7y wme TV

199,037 IR APV 59807 027,17 10K D) 7092 1021 92) 2207 200K V9V M2 NOownn XY N LUK
3] 12 1N3W 07738 2707 AN Rn D) AW NIRDN NV 7RHYY XD 3Ty 0031 0OXY ,IRT¥R 1750M)
D"y

MinY aniv X7

On the same verse “Abraham was old” (Gen. 24:1), the Midrash says:

It is written: “Gray hair is a crown of glorys; it is found by the way of
righteousness.” (Prov. 16:31). Rabbi Meir went to Mamla, a Jewish town in the
Galilee where residents did not have long lives, and saw her residents were dark-
haired. He said, “Perhaps you are from the family of the high priest, Eli? As it
is written, ‘all the increase in your house shall die as [young] men.’ (I Sam.
2:33).”! They said to him, “Rabbi, pray for us!” He said to them, “Go and take
care with giving charity and you will merit old age.” What is the reason? “Gray
hair is a crown of glory.” How is it found? “It is found by the way of
righteousness.”” From whom do you learn this? From Abraham, as it is written
regarding him, “to keep the way of the L-rd by doing righteousness and justice”
(Gen. 18:19), meriting old age, as it is said, “Abraham was old, advanced in years.”

- (Gen. Rabbah 59:1)
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There’s a difficulty: perhaps the giving of charity doesn’t elevate the giver, but rather
where is no sin, there is no decree of judgment, as with Abraham—something not true with
the sons of Eli, whose decree of judgment was already inscribed. Also, if we learn the value of

" English translation: Copyright © 2019 by Charles S. Stein.

! The sons of Eli were wicked, and a prophet came and told them that G-d would break their power and that their
family members would not achieve old age.

2 1.e., giving charity. Hebrew uses the same word, tzedakah (7p7%) for both “charity” and “righteousness.”
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giving charity from the verse “gray hair is a crown of glory, etc.,” why not say to them, “you
will merit gray hair,” instead of telling them they would merit old age? Also, as he had already
brought the verse “gray hair is a crown of glory etc.,” as a proof, why did he need to say,
“From whom do you learn this? From Abraham”?
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Regarding the verse “gray hair is a crown of glory,” there is a sense of difficulty: why
does the verse conclude “it is found by the way of righteousness”? Why not simply say “it is
found by righteousness”? What is this “way”? In an adjoining section to the Midrash’s
commentary on the verse, “Abraham was old,” it is brought: “Rabbi Yitzchak opened a
discussion by quoting: ‘even in old age and gray hair, do not forsake me, G-d’ (Ps. 71:18). Rabbi
Acha said, we should interpret this as, ‘if You will give me old age, give me gray hair with it.’
From whom do you learn this? From Abraham, because it is written concerning him, ‘to
keep the way of the L-rd by doing righteousness and justice’ (Gen. 18:19), and he merited old
age, as it is written, ‘Abraham was old.” ” (Gen. Rabbah 59:3).
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We should scrutinize this, for if this is so, that Rabbi Acha’s interpretation is correct,
then everyone who attains old age would necessarily also attain gray hair. But we see to the
contrary that a number of old people die before attaining gray hair. For that matter, it could
be said that the situation is like this: that one who attains old age because of luck does not
necessarily attain gray hair, but one who attains old age because of some merit—and
especially because of the merit of righteousness—does also merit gray hair. But that
interpretation is not right; rather, the intent is that in the mitzvah of charity, one merits old age
but not necessarily gray hair. That is why Rabbi Meir told the people of Mamla that by giving
charity they could merit old age, but he didn’t say that would allow them to attain gray hair. It’s
worth noting this distinction, because in fact it has been established for us: “a sixty-year-old
achieves old age; a seventy-year-old achieves gray hair” (Pirkei Avot 5:21). That is, gray hair is a
sign of distinction, indicating not only a long life, but a very long life.
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The third chapter of Moed Katan (28a) discusses the significance of death at different
ages. In an anonymous opinion, it says that if one dies at age fifty, this is death through karet, the
divine punishment of excision, meted out for the most serious transgressions. Another anonymous
opinion says that if one dies at the age of sixty, this is death at the hand of Heaven. The Gemara
then says that one who dies at the age of seventy has attained gray hair. The Gemara quotes,
“Rabba said: death from fifty to sixty years of age is death by karet.” Giving charity can save
one from karet, and therefore one who acts with righteousness (i.e., gives charity) cannot die
before sixty years of age, as it is written, “Wealth is of no avail on the day of wrath; but charity
saves from death.” (Prov. 11:4). In other words, as we said in the previous paragraph, giving
charity should help a person reach old age (sixty), but not necessarily achieve the age of gray hair
(seventy). If he dies before sixty, I could say that giving charity did not avail him at all (i.c.,
maybe it did not effect repentance from karef). Even if one reaches age sixty, it is not proof that
this was in the merit of charity, because dying after age sixty is the ordinary “death of every
person,” as it is written there (Moed Katan 28a).> Therefore, in order to see the merit due a
charitable person, it is necessary that his days will be lengthened to seventy years, which is the
time of gray hair.
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But regarding the sons of Eli—about whom it is written, “All the increase in your house
shall die as [young| men” (I Sam. 2:33), which is close to twenty years old—if in the merit of
giving charity they would live to be sixty,* which is the edge of old age, that would be a nice
proof as to the merit of charity. But if so, it would have been nice for Rabbi Meir to say to
Eli’s offspring in Mamla, “You will merit old age, because in the merit of giving charity, man
merits old age, and when he merits old age, he also merits gray hair. From whom do you

3 Moed Katan 28a uses the terminology “death of every person” with regard to someone dying after an illness
lasting five days, and not with regard to dying after age sixty. However, as noted, Rabba considered that the average
person should at least reach age sixty, unless he’s committed a sin punishable by karet.

4 Rosh Hashanah 18a includes a debate whether an oath by G-d can be overcome. It quotes, “And therefore I have
sworn to the house of Eli, that the iniquity of Eli’s house will not be purged with sacrifice nor offering forever” (I
Sam. 3:14). It then notes that Torah study or acts of kindness can overcome such a decree, and that Rabba and Abaye
were both descended from Eli. Rabba, who engaged almost exclusively in Torah study, lived to be forty years old, and
Abaye, who engaged in both Torah study and acts of kindness, lived to be sixty years old.
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learn this? From Abraham, who in the merit of charity merited to old age and was also given
gray hair with it.”
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This is why Scripture says, “in the way of righteousness,” as if to say that gray hair
comes with old age, which is a “way” and the merit of the charity. [Rabbi Meir]| says “take
care with giving charity,” and not “doing [righteousness],” because the principal mitzvah of
charity is giving it without knowing to whom one gives it (Bava Batra 10b; Shulchan Aruch,
Yoreh De’ah 249:7), as with one who gives to a fund. Therefore, [Rabbi Meir] says, “Take
care with giving charity,” as if to say, “Participate together, so that the charity will be from
all of you and will be more equitable. Certainly, it will help you to at least reach old age, as
it is said, ‘if you grasped a little, you still grasped something’ (Yoma 80a).” I.e., even if one
won’t reach the venerated age of 70, with its accompanying gray hair, it is still better to reach the
old age of 60 than to die at a younger age.
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