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Chapter V: Chayei Sarah (Gen. 23:1-25:18) 
 
Essay 7: The merit of charity. 

 

תִּמָּצֵא. ר' מֵאִיר אֲזַל לְמַמְלָא,  וְעוֹד בְּדֶרֶ צְדָקָה  עֲטֶרֶת תִּפְאֶרֶת שֵׂיבָה,  שְׁחוֹרֵי    םרָאָה אוֹתָ   בַּמִּדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק זֶה, כְּתִיב 

לְכוּ    ,אָמַר לָהֶם  .רַבִּי הִתְפַּלֵּל עָלֵינוּ  ,לוֹוְכָל מַרְבִּית בֵּיתְ וְכוּ'. אָמְרוּ    דִּכְתִיב  ?שֶׁמָא מִמִּשְׁפַּחַת בֵּית עֵלִי אַתֶּם  הָראֹשׁ, אָמַר
בִּצְדָקָההִטָ וְ  לְזִקְנָה  ,פְּלוּ  מִמִּי אַתָּה לָמֵד וְכוּ'  עֲטֶרֶת תִּפְאֶרֶת שֵׂיבָה  ?מַאי טַעְמָא  .וְאַתֶּם זוֹכִים    וְכוּ' מֵאַבְרָהָם, שֶׁכָּתוּב בּוֹ    ?. 

  . עכ"ל
 

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

It is written: “Gray hair is a crown of glory; 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).”1 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.”2 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) 
 

בְּאַבְרָהָם,   דִּין, כְּמוֹ  גְּזַר  וְלֵיכָּא  חֵטְא  דְּלֵיכָּא  הֵיכָא  אֶלָּא  אֵינָהּ מוֹעֶלֶת  הַצְּדָקָה  דִּילְמָא  בְּנֵי  שֶּׁאֵין    מַהוְקָשֶׁה,  בָר  שֶׁכְּ   ,עֵלִיכֵּן 
וְאִם כְּבָר   בָה?דִּינָם. וְעוֹד אִם לָמַד זֶה מֵהַפָּסוּק עֲטֶרֶת תִּפְאֶרֶת שֵׂיבָה וְכוּ', לָמָּה לאֹ אָמַר לָהֶם, וְאַתֶּם זוֹכִים לַשֵּׂי גְּזַר נִתַּחְתֶּם 

 ?, מֵאַבְרָהָםמֵדלָ הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר מִמִּי אַתָּה צּוֹרֶ  מַההֵבִיא הַפָּסוּק עֲטֶרֶת תִּפְאֶרֶת וְכוּ', 
 

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. 
1 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 I.e., giving charity. Hebrew uses the same word, tzedakah (צדקה) 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”? 

 
?  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁעַל הַפָּסוּק עֲטֶרֶת תִּפְאֶרֶת, הִרְגִּישׁ קוּשְׁיָא, מַהוּ בְּדֶרֶ צְדָקָה, וְלאֹ אָמַר וְאִיתָא   בִּצְדָקָה תִּמָּצֵא? וּמַהוּ זֶה הַדֶּרֶ

תֵּן לִי שֵׂיבָה עִמָּהּ.     לִי זִקְנָה, שָׁם בַּסָּמוּ וְאַבְרָהָם זָקֵן, ר' יִצְחָק פָּתַח וְגַם עַד־זִקְנָה וְשֵׂיבָה וְכוּ'. אָמַר ר' אַחָא, אֶלָּא שֶׁאִם נָתַתָּ 
 .וְאַבְרָהָם זָקֵן וְכוּ' עכ"לדִּכְתִיב זִקְנָה, עַל יְדֵי שֶׁכָּתוּב בּוֹ וְשָׁמְרוּ דֶּרֶ ה', זָכָה לְ ? מֵאַבְרָהָם, לָמֵדמִמִּי אַתָּה 

 
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). 

 
דֶם  וֹמִן הָרָאוּי שֶׁיַּגִּיעַ אַף לַשֵּׂיבָה. וַהֲרֵי אָנוּ רוֹאִים אִיפְּכָא שֶׁכַּמָּה זְקֵנִים מֵתִים ק  זִקְנָהלְ כֵּן, כֹּל מִי שֶׁמַּגִּיעַ    דְּאִםוְיֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק  

, שְׁמִי שֶׁמַּגִּיעַ  וּבַעַל כָּרְחֲ צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁהָעִנְיָ   שֶׁיַּגִּיעוּ לַשֵּׂיבָה.   כְרָח שֶׁיַּגִּיעַ אַף לַשֵּׂיבָה, וּמֵחֲמַת הַמַּזָּל אֵינוֹ מ  זִקְנָהלְ ן הוּא כָּ
יֵשׁ  ,זִקְנָהלְ מֵחֲמַת אֵיזֶה זְכוּת וּבִפְרָט בִּזְכוּת הַצְדָּקָה, זוֹכֶה אַף לַשֵּׂיבָה. וְהַטַּעַם שֶׁבְּמִצְוַת הַצְדָּקָה זוֹכֶה  זִקְנָהלְ אֲבָל מִי שֶׁמַּגִּיעַ 

 .לוֹמַר מִשּׁוּם דְּקַיְימָא לָן בֶּן שִׁשִּׁים לַזִּקְנָה
 

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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מֵחֲמִשִּׁים עַד שִׁשִּׁים זוֹ מִ  וּמִי שֶׁעוֹשֶׂה הַצְדָּקָה אִי אֶפְשָׁר לוֹ לָמוּת קוֹדֶם שִׁ יוּבַפֶּרֶק ג' דְּמוֹעֵד קָטָן, אַמְרֵינָן    שִּׁים, תַּת כָּרֵת. 
אֵינוֹ    . וְאִם הָיָה מֵת קוֹדֵם, הָיִיתִי אוֹמֵר שֶׁהַצְדָּקָה לאֹ הוֹעִילָה כְּלוּם. וְאַף כְּשֶׁמַּגִּיעַ לַשִּׁשִּׁים,וּצְדָקָה תַּצִּיל מִמָּוֶתשֶׁהֲרֵי כְּתִיב,  

וְלָכֵן צָרִי שֶׁיִּתְאָרְכוּ יָמָיו עַד שִׁבְעִים   ם.תַּת כָּל אָדָם, כִּדְאִיתָא הַתָ ימוּכָח שֶׁזֶּהוּ בִּזְכוּת הַצְדָּקָה, שֶׁהֲרֵי מֵת מִשִּׁשִּׁים שָׁנָה זוֹ מִ 
 .שָׁנָה, שֶׁהוּא הַזְּמַן שֶׁל הַשֵּׂיבָה

  
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.e., 
maybe it did not effect repentance from karet). 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).3 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. 

 
עֵלִי בְּנִי  דְּהַיְ —אֲבָל  אֲנָשִׁים,  יָמוּתוּ  בֵּיתְ  וְכָל־מַרְבִּית  בָּהֶם  שָׁנָה ישֶׁכָּתוּב  לְעֶשְׂרִים  סָמוּ  יִחְיוּ עַד   אִם—נוּ  הַצְדָּקָה  בִּזְכוּת 

שֶׁבִּזְכוּת    ,זִקְנָהלְ ים  שֶׁהוּא גֶּדֶר הַזִּקְנָה, שַׁפִּיר מוּכָח בָּהֶם זְכוּת הַצְּדָקָה. וְאִם כֵּן, ר' מֵאִיר שַׁפִּיר אָמַר לָהֶם וְאַתֶּם זוֹכִ   שִׁשִּׁים,
תֵּן יוְנִ   זִקְנָהלְ מֵאַבְרָהָם, שֶׁבִּזְכוּת הַצְדָּקָה זַכָּה    ?לָמֵד, זוֹכֶה נָמֵי לַשֵּׂיבָה. מִמִּי אַתָּה  זִקְנָהלְ , וּכְשֶׁזּוֹכֶה  זִקְנָהלְ הַצְדָּקָה אָדָם זוֹכֶה  

 .לוֹ שֵׂיבָה עִמָּהּ
 

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,4 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.” 

 
אָמַר וְהִטָפְּלוּ בִּצְדָקָה שֶּׁ   מַהוּ  זְכוּת הַצְּדָקָה. וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב בְּדֶרֶ צְדָקָה, כְּלוֹמַר הַשֵּׂיבָה בָּאָה עִם הַזִּקְנָה, שֶׁהוּא דֶּרֶ וּ

פָּה. וְלָכֵן אָמַר וּכְּמוֹ הַמַּטִּיל לַקּוְלאֹ אָמַר עָשׂוּ, מִשּׁוּם דְּקַיְימָא לָן דְּעִיקַּר מִצְוַת הַצְּדָקָה הוּא נוֹתְנָהּ וְאֵינוֹ יוֹדֵעַ לְמִי נוֹתְנָהּ,  
,  הַזִּקְנָהאי תּוֹעִיל לָכֶם לְפָחוֹת עַד  דַּ וּבְוַ   תַּתְּפוּ יַחַד, דִּבְהָכִי תִּהְיֶה הַצְדָּקָה בֵּין כֻּלְּכֶם וְתִהְיֶה יוֹתֵר הוֹגֵנֵת.בִּצְדָקָה, הִשְׁ וְהִטָפְּלוּ  
 .מוּעָט תָּפַסְתָּ  דְּתָפַסְתָּ 

 
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. 

* * * 


