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Chapter VI: Toldot (Gen. 25:19-28:9)

Essay 8. Why one can’t know the day of his death
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There is a verse: Isaac said to Esau: “I am old now, and I do not know how soon I may
die.”! A difficulty is that [Scripture] should have said, “I am old now,” and nothing else, for
how would it enter one’s mind that he would know the day of his death, if this is one of the
seven things concealed from man, as it says in the 4™ chapter of tractate Pesachim??
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It can be said that Isaac knew the time of the end of the Exiles,’ which is also one of
the seven things concealed, and he had requested to inform Esau, but it was concealed from
him. (See below, parashat Vayechi, essay 11, on the verse, “Reuben, you are my first-born”*
as to why Isaac wanted to tell this to Esau). It might enter my mind that if he knows this, the
time for the end of the Exiles, that he should also know that, the day of his death. Because of
this possibility, and to prevent such a misunderstanding, [Scripture] says, “and I do not know
how soon I may die.”

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com

' Gen. 27:2.

2 Pesachim 54b: “The Sages taught: Seven matters are concealed from people, and they are: The day of death;
and the day of consolation [from one’s concerns]; the profundity of justice [i.e., ascertaining the truth in certain
disputes]; and a person also does not know what is in the heart of another; and a person does not know in what way
he will earn a profit; and when the monarchy of the house of David will be restored to Israel; and when the wicked
Roman monarchy will cease to exist.”

3 Dan. 12:4.

4 Gen. 49:3.
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Actually, this Aggadah of the seven concealed things needs an explanation and a good
reason, as we will write below, in the adjacent essay 9. In any case, we will begin to check the
reason that the day of death is concealed from man.

Do not say that if the day of death was not concealed from man, that they would enjoy
their designated lifespan, but be sinners all their days, and at the end of their days, they would
repent. This is rejected, for if one is not deserving, [G-d] reduces [his lifespan], as everyone
agrees.’ Thus, He could have decreed the time of their death to them, but informed them that
if they sinned, their days would be cut short, and suddenly they would be destroyed. This is
as the first man was informed, “as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat
of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die.”¢

For even now, when we understand that [the day of death] has been concealed from
man, nevertheless it is said in tractate Shabbat, the 2" chapter, “the wicked know that their
path [leads] to an earlier death than they would otherwise enjoy, [but] they have fat on their
kidneys [that prevents that realization from entering their hearts].”’
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It can be said, as will be explained in the next paragraph, that if the day of death had
not been concealed, it wouldn’t have been possible to enact the above procedure even for a
wicked person, that if he does not merit his designated lifespan, [Heaven] would reduce it. We
see that even for the righteous, sometimes the Holy One, Blessed be He, desires to remove the
righteous man from the world before he will sin, as He did with Enoch.® The Holy One,
Blessed be He, gave the soul as a loan, as the Maharsha wrote in the 237¢ chapter of Shabbat
regarding the proverb of the king who distributed his clothes to each of his servants. The wise
ones folded [the clothes] and placed them in a box to protect them, whereas the foolish ones went
and worked in them. After a period of time, the king suddenly requested that his garments be
returned to him. The wise ones returned them to him pressed, as they were when the servants

3 Yevamot 50a.

 Gen. 2:17.

7 Shabbat 31b.

8 Rashi to Gen. 5:24, based on Gen. Rabbah 25:1.



received them, and the foolish ones returned them dirty. The king was happy to greet the wise ones
and angry to greet the foolish ones.’
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In the Law of Borrowing, we find in the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, siman
341, se’if 1: “If one borrows a vessel or animal without specification as to the length of time,
the owner may claim it any time he wants. However, if he borrowed it for a set time, once the
borrower pulls the item and takes possession of it, the owner cannot take it back from him
until the loan period has concluded.” Thus, if [G-d] had informed us of the time of our death,
He would not have been able to claim our souls until the end of the borrowed days. Because
of this, He lent us the soul and our lifespan, without informing us of our lifespan, in order that
He would be able to claim it at whatever time He desired. It’s fine that the Holy One, Blessed
be He, would leave the borrowed soul in our hands, in order that there be reward and
punishment in the world, for now we have no claim to say, “the inclination of the heart of
man is evil from his youth,”!? as He is fire, and we are mere flesh,'' for there is no claim of
compulsion for a borrower to exempt himself from liability.
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In this way, another difficulty is resolved. The truth is that G-d Himself testifies, “And
those I have treated harshly” (Micah 4:6),!? and as [the rabbis| of blessed memory said, “Had
it not been for these three verses, the legs of the enemies of Israel, [a euphemism for Israel
itself], would have collapsed.”'® The three verses include Micah 4:6 and also “Behold, like clay
in the potter’s hand, so are you in My hand, house of Israel” (Jer. 18:6), and “I will remove the
heart of stone from your flesh and I will give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek. 36:26). The implication
is that G-d influences a person’s decisions.

9 Shabbat 152b.
19 Gen. 8:21.
11'Kiddushin 81a.
12 Micah 4:6.

13 Berachot 32a.



If so, if He meant to excuse us, why did He judge us for our sins, for weren’t we
compelled to sin by G-d’s influence over our decisions? Rather, certainly even one who is
compelled is liable [for punishment for sinning], for the borrower is liable for loss for
whatever cause. It is brought there, se’if 3, [that in the case of children whose] father [died and]
left them a cow [that he had] borrowed, they may use it for the entire duration of its loan.
[Nevertheless, if it died,] they are not liable [to pay if its death was caused by]| an unavoidable
accident [despite the fact that a borrower is liable for damage caused by an unavoidable accident.
This is because liability for accidental damage pertains only to the actual borrower, i.e., the
deceased father].'* But they are liable for it as if they were a paid watchman.'’

VR D23 ,0°03IR0) Y7 000 73 Tiny? 9102 Mg 2w innaa 10 mow 1iwRTg 030, 0w 210 vhy 1apY om
N22Y TR 0dan 12 A993Y WY 112 RINY LIRDD IR NIWTD 0019 ,IRYIW LIRT A1) .00 IRD RIT T ARYN
TR D) WP AR T3 PRY TN nInR mawsn nz e o N % a0y 2 Wiy 093 A L1 72 A20
PR X9W 07125 aniT A7 W awIa a"apn 2 RYIY 053 a7 072 1 PR W ,0°031R2 200 Y 1T
XY 272 1RV D13 QYT 1 197) 2027000 0K "7 DWW 2°03IRT Py 77y 172vRY) XY A7RY2 1797 o7
D°217PY A7°AR 72°12 D020 2oning 19,270 707 11102 RYin 720 oX o3nN 200 g XD TRY 03iR2 Rum

YWD NP

Regarding one for whom most of his allotted years have passed, the initial power that
he had in his youth that allowed him to stand against the evil inclination and the compulsions,
has already weakened and become exhausted, and he is as if he had died. Regarding the little
time that is left to him, a new entity has arrived,'®i.e., he is viewed as new person, not the same
person that he was in his youth. This remaining time is like an inheritance that fell to him from
the initial power that has already passed and left him. Thus, he is to be considered as an
inheritor of his father’s borrowed items, whose liability is not that of a borrower, but rather of a
paid watchman.

Because of this weakened power that remains to him now, it is not possible for [G-d]
to take the soul according to the Law of the Borrower, for [the man] doesn’t have the power
to watch [his soul] properly. Thus, he cannot even be punished as a paid watchman. According
to the law, he should not be liable for punishment for unavoidable mishaps, for there no longer
exists in the world this strength that he had when the Holy One, Blessed be He, lent him the
soul. This is similar to the children who didn’t take the cow as a loan and the obligation for
unavoidable mishaps didn’t materialize, and because of this, they are not liable. Therefore,
[the majority of years that have passed without sin] protect him from Heaven, so that he does
not sin out of unavoidable mishap, so that then he will not be liable. However, if he had sinned
by his own will, he would be liable, like the orphans mentioned above, who were liable for
theft and loss, as this was not unavoidable, but rather was similar to negligence.
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14 Bava Kamma 112a.
15 Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, 341:3.
16 Bava Kamma 96b.



