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Thesis Summary Thomas A. Gardner 

This thesis, entitled n1:,r and the Transference of Merit, consists of five chapters plus an 
introduction. The purpose of this thesis is to examine the concept of n1:>r and other words based 
on the root il.J.l', especially when they pertain to merit. I have attempted to follow both the word 
n1:,r and the concept of merit through selected Biblical and rabbinic works. 

This thesis contributes to the literature available in that it examines the concept of ni:>r in 
works as late as those of Ram ban. In addition, I draw attention to the fact that nt:n came to be 
understood more and more as spiritual currency, even as money became a more important 
element in Jewish society. 

In the introduction, l explain in simple terms the case for reward and punishment, and 
explain that nl.Jt came to be a part of this system. I also give a brief introduction to the other 
chapters, explaining what I plan to show in each one. 

In the first chapter, I begin by examining the root il.J.l' as it appears in the Tanakh. I look at 
all of the different uses of this root, not all of which mean ·merit.' I used both a regular 
concordance and a computer search of ... Jt in the Torah, Job, and Proverbs to accomplish this. I 
then examine the roots of the idea of merit in the Torah, and how this idea is denied in both 
Ezekiel and Proverbs. 

In the second chapter, I examine the root il.J.1' as it appears in the Mishnah. Again, using 
both a concordance and a computer search of ... ::>r, I was able to locate almost all of the 
appearances of this root. Many of them had meanings other than ·merit,' and I tried to find 
connections among the various meanings. I then turned to those appearances that did mean merit, 
and tried to show how the authors of the material that comprise the Mishnah understood this 
concept. 

In the third chapter, I examined n1Jr only where it meant merit in the Talmud. I used a 
concordance and a computer search again. Because of the limitations of the search function on 
the Bar llan Responsa Project, I searched separately for ,NnlJl' ,n1:,r~ ,n1:n:i ,1 N.Jt ,il::>l' ,n1:>r 
,m:n ,1:>t1 \!J ,ilJt'IY ,n:m ,n:>rw .n:m ,nn:ir ,1n 1 :>r ,p:>r ,NnlJt.J, and lJt. 

I picked examples in this chapter that would show the Talmudic concept of n1:>r. Who could 
acquire it, how was it acquired, what could you do with it. what were its limits? It was here that 
the concept of nlJt as similar to money began to take fonn. 

In the fourth chapter, I examine how this concept appears in the Torah commentary of 
Ramban. I searched the Bar llan Responsa Project, and also looked at his comments on verses of 
the Torah that seemed likely to elicit statements about transference of merit. l asked the same 
questions about n1.Jr here as I had in the previous chapter, and I found that Ramban 's view of 
ni:ir was slightly more complicated than the views I found in the Talmud. Ramban has a 
complex and internally consistent theology, and nDr is an integral part of it. 

In the last chapter, I look at a few cases of nDr as it appears today. Then I take up the 
theological implications of nDl". I conclude that merit is an important part of Judaism and must 
remain so, if there is to be a difference between Judaism and Christianity. 



Introduction 

The dictionary defines ·religion· as ·'Action or conduct indicating a belief in. 

reverence for. and desire to please. a divine ruling power:·1 Any religion must establish 

a means for communicating with the divine ruling power. a means for revering the 

divine ruling power. and a means for pleasing the divine ruling power. The means by 

which Judaism plea~es the Divine is by following the mit::vot. the commandments of the 

Torah. After the destruction of the Second Temple in the year 70 C.E .. the mit::vah 

system. with its focus on sacrifice at. and pilgrimage to the Temple. shifted to the 

halakhic system devised by the new religious elite. the rabbis. 

Whether before or after the destruction of the Temple. certain statements can be 

made about the tenets of the Jewish religion: The Creator finds certain actions desirable 

and other actions undesirable. Human beings have been informed which actions are 

desirable and which are undesirable. Human beings in general. and Jews in particular. 

are able to choose between the desired actions and those which are not desired. Finally. 

since the Divine is just. there must be some system of reward for those who perform 

desired actions and punishment for those who perform undesired actions. 

In Judaism there is an assumption that the Divine will grant proper rewards and 

punishments to those who deserve them. In the Tanakh we are told that reward and 

punishment will occur. but no more detail than that. The Judaism of the Mishnah and 

beyond sets up a system by means of which the Eternal keeps track of those deserving 

1. OED, definition 3a p. 569. 
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of reward. This is the system of .n,:n. or merit. As Philip Birnbaum describes the 

system. "The Jewish idea of merit is closely connected with that of good deeds. The 

ethical idea of merit. according to Jewish thinking. implies the existence of three things: 

I) a moral law under which man is placed. 2) a free will which enables him to obey it. 

and 3) a system of rewards and punishments by which obedience or disobedience to the 

law is stressed. 1
' 2 

Merit. in Judaism. has often had the extraordinary characteristic of being 

transferable. That is. one person will acquire merit. and then that merit will be 

transferred to another person. The second person will then receive the reward of the first 

person·s meritorious action. I propose to examine this concept and attempt to see what 

conclusions can be drawn from this theological view. 

The concept of merit is implicit in the system of reward and punishment of the 

Torah. However. merit is not explicitly mentioned in the Torah. and the root il.:>.r had 

a different meaning in the Tanakh. In the first chapter. this paper examines what i1.:>.1' 

means in the Torah and how the meaning changes in the later books of the Tanakh. It 

also looks at the concept of merit in the idea of reward and punishment in the Tanakh. 

Here we will find the roots of the system of .n1:n as it developed later. Hopefully. by 

examining the root il.J.1'. we will understand why .nlJl' came to mean merit. By 

examining the concept of merit and whether or not it was transferable. we will gain a 

greater understanding of the system of .nlJt as it came to be. 

2. Birnbaum. pp. 191-2. 
3 



The second chapter turns to both the root il . .J.l' and the concept of merit as they can 

be found in the Mishnah. il.Jl' had acquired a number of meanings by this time. I will 

speculate on the connection among these meanings. and attempt to see how ·merit' 

came to be one of them. I will point out a few cases in which the root seems to mean a 

combination of ·merif and other things. The important concept of nlJN nlJt. the 

merit of the patriarchs. makes its first appearance in the Mishnah. 

The third chapter will look at the concept of merit and its transference as it appears 

in the Talmud. The transference of merit had become a mainstream Jewish concept by 

this time. Therefore. I will look at a number of specific questions about merit as it is 

seen in the Talmud: How is it acquired? Who can acquire it? How is it used? To whom 

can it be transferred? 

In addition. I will speculate on the relationship between societal changes and 

changes in the concept of l11Jt. The fact that money had become much more common 

than it had been in the Biblical era may have contributed to the importance. and uses of 

nlJt. Specifically. l11:lt in this period takes on many of the characteristics of money. I 

will show how ni:>t can be saved. stored. spent. used up. and especially transfered to 

others. My contention is that the ubiquity of money as a means of transaction in this 

period caused the rabbis to see n1:n as a spiritual currency. n1Jt comes to function as 

if it were money. and therefore becomes as flexible as money. 

In an attempt to see if the concept of nlJT' endured. I decided to examine the works 

of one of the Rishonim and see if merit was a part of his understanding of Judaism. I 
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chose the Ramban. Rabbi Moses b. Nachman Gerondi. the thirteenth century rabbi. 

kabbalist and commentator. I chose him specifically because. unlike some of the 

Rishonim and Achronim. Ramban was open to supernatural and mystical answers to 

religious questions. I chose to look at Ramban·s commentary on the Torah. rather than 

any of his other works. both because of the greater length of the commentary. and 

because I wanted to see if the concept of merit would come up. not when he specifically 

discussed the messiah or ethics. but when he approached Judaism as a whole. 

In this chapter. I will attempt to show that the r11Jl' system has become part of the 

framework in which Judaism is seen. even elements of Judaism. such as the Torah. that 

do not mention r11Jl' specifically. In this chapter. I will examine how Ramban 

understands merit by addressing the questions asked in Chapter Three- that is. how 

merit is obtained. who may acquire it. what it is used for. how is it used. and to whom 

can it be transferred. I will also look at the question of whether 111:>1' functions like 

money in Ramban·s system. 

In the fifth chapter. I will look at the implications of the system of r11Jt. What are 

the problems with this system. and what problems does it solve? In addition. I will look 

at a few places in which this system appears today. both in mainstream Judaism and in 

Judaism that diverges from the mainstream. 

This paper will limit itself to the specific texts as mentioned above. There are a great 

many other mentions of r11Jt in other texts. The midrash collections in particular have a 

great many statements about ni::>t. and no doubt midrashic explanations of Jewish texts 
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had a great deal to do with nl.J't becoming a mainstream Jewish belief. 

In addition. there are many Jewish statements about merit and the transfer of merit 

that do not use the root il.J.'t. The word il\/JYY.l often indicates deeds of merit. with the 

assumption of merit stored up.~ The words i1j.)1~:l .1.JWJ. and ~':l\/J:l have all been 

used to indicate merit.4 In addition. there are a great many instances of the appearance 

of the concept of merit without the use of a key word indicator. These aspects of merit 

are essentially beyond the scope of this essay. except as they are touched upon in 

Chapters One and Five. 

As I hope this introduction has shown. this essay will take a somewhat idiosyncratic 

look at the concept of l'l1.J't. For a more in depth look at ni:,r in early Rabbinic 

Judaism. I can highly recommend Chapter 12. ·'The Zachuth of the Fathers. Imputed 

Righteousness and Imputed Sin:· in Solomon Schechter"s Aspects of Rabbinic 

Theology. 

3. Marmorstein. pp. 10-11. 
4. Ibid .. p. 11. 
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Chapter One: The Tanakh 

The title of this essay is '"nDt and the Transference of Merit.'" Although this title 

refers to a single idea. when we look for the sources of the concept in the Tanakh. we 

are forced to look at two separate elements. Both n1Jt and the transference of merit can 

be found in the Tanakh separately. However. the word and the concept are not yet 

connected. I will therefore cxan1ine n1:rr. as it is found in its various forms. and then 

examine the concept of the transference of merit. Hopefully. an examination of the word 

nlJl' and its root il.J.T' will give us some insight as to why this word later became 

associated with merit. The second part of this chapter. when we look at the first 

unsophisticated statements about the transference of merit. may give us deeper insight 

into the idea as it becomes fully developed. 

The root ~il.:U appears in the Tanakh twenty times. in forms such as n:,r. 71' 

i7JT'i7. and 1J1'. 1n 1Jt .i1Jt1 • ilJtn. 1:nn i7JT'Ni1. The meaning in the Tanakh is 

·pure.· or ·clear.•(, The Torah itself uses the word only in a concrete. physical sense. 

Characteristic examples include n 1nJ Tt n 1r 1nw. which is translated in the JPS as 

·'clear oil of beaten olives:·~ or i7Jl' il.l:l?. for which JPS has ··pure frankincense."'" 

In the Prophets and Writings. the root takes on the meaning of ·pure· or ·clear" in 

5. According to some scholars. the root may actually be J.1'. or perhaps J.J.t 

6. The word n'Jl:Ji, meaning glass. is also connected. 
7. Exodus 27:20. Leviticus 24:2 
8. Exodus 30:34. Leviticus 24:7 Or. as the Septuagint has for Exodus 30:34. 

"transparent frankincense.·· 
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the abstract sense. In the JPS. we see it translated into such words as "right. ·9 ·pure. •JO 

•blameless: 11 ·cleansed: 1:i ·cJean:n ·guiltless."'~ ·cleared of guitt:•s •innocent.' 16 and 

·acquitted. ·11 None of these words are far apart in meaning. In many cases. the translator 

could have used the word ·pure: in place of 'blarneless.' ·clean." and so on. i1.J.l' is 

used in parallel with such words as j71~.1~ also 1J..19 and 1\!/1.20 By the Tanaitic period 

n.J.l' will have come to mean ·cleared of guilt." •innocent.' and ·acquitted· in a 

technical legal sense. However. the word we see in the Tanakh has not yet taken on that 

meaning. 

Nor has n.J.r yet taken on the meaning mentioned above. that of transferable merit. 

Of course. a person who is pure. blameless. innocent. or guiltless. has merit. or at the 

very least. a neutral status. That is. to be cleared of guilt means to have no negative 

marks upon one· s record. Although positive marks are not implied. such a person is rare 

and may indeed be thought of as a i'1~. 

The concept of a record upon which there may be positive or negative marks. does 

9. Proverbs 16:2. Psalms 51 :6. 
10. Psalms 73: 13. 119:9. Job 11 :4. 16: 17. 
11. Proverbs 20: 11. 21 :8. Job 8:6. 
12. Proverbs 20:9. 
13. Isaiah I: 16. 
14. Job 33:9. 
15. Job 15: 14. 25:4. 
16. Daniel 6:23. 
17. Micah 6:11. 
18. Job 15: l 4. 25:4. Psalms 5 I :6. 
19. Job 11:4. 
20. Job 8:6. Proverbs 21 :8. 
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not appear in the Tanakh. What does appear is the idea of positive or negative things 

that will happen to people in the future. In a way. most of the narrative of the Torah 

may be seen as the story of the Eternal interacting with the descendants of Abraham. to 

whom the Eternal made a promise. That promise was to make the name of Abraham 

great. In the Biblical world of tribe and family. this cannot occur without the 

descendants of Abraham becoming a mieht\' nation.:' ... ... . 

In Genesis 26:4. the Eternal makes a promise to Isaac. i7~,.~~ il\il', 1'~~ N1~1 

,l'~l! DQ1~t< 1~.J.V~ 1.Vlt-nl:';( 'll'J..li'.'11,: Even the second patriarch is only made a 

participant in the covenant □01:;tt< 1~.J.VJ~ for the sake of Abraham. There is no 

mention of Isaac·s willingness to be sacrificed or his obedience to the Eternal in Genesis 

26. Rather. the Eternal makes a promise to Isaac to bless him and make his descendants 

fulfills the promise made to Abraham_;:;: 

The promise to Abraham is one that will benefit his descendants. Moses reminds the 

Eternal of this promise in Exodus 32: 13: 1\p~ 1,7~.V '~1~'-~~ PlJ¥,.1 DQl.~l:<11:::>~ 

D~Y~ ~7D,t1, D,?.,Vlt~ l.fll:';( 'f-11~1$ 11p1$ n1{tiJ. The Eternal must keep His promise 

21. As we see in Genesis 15:2. 
22. Ibid .. 26:3 
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to the ancestors by rewarding the descendants with land. 

The promises made to Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob may or may not have been made 

as a result of any merit the patriarchs possessed. Nonetheless. the Israelites in Exodus 

32: 13 are only accidental beneficiaries of those promises. Not only are they spared 

through no merit of their own. they are not spared for their own benefit. They are spared 

because to have many descendants who will inherit the land of Canaan is part of the 

package of benefits promised to their ancestors. 

If a reward is promised to a man because of his merit. he receives the reward and 

the transaction is done. But if the nature of the reward is that his descendants will be 

rewarded. they receive their reward because of the merit of their ancestors. It is as if the 

merit has been transferred from the ancestor to the descendant. 

In Exodus 33: 18 the Eternal makes a statement in response to the plea of Moses, 

11.J.1;)-n~ N,t ,~N.liJ: The Eternal says o,_!Jt< Tl~ lUlJl, o~n1 'N. i"llj,1, I n,,..,,, 

"Tii.~ ill}'l,, N7 il'i;'.lJ, il~\21Jl, YW;ii. lil,/ NWJ □1~~~~ "TI?D 1~.l :nrnn il?D-J.11, 

□1.v~n-,>-11, □ 1~~W-J.\! □ 1 ).:J 1).~-,l!l, □1)~-7.ll nlJt< lll!. 1:=:1 

The statement □"I!)~~~ •l?D ,~·J is particularly fascinating. The JPS translates this 

as ··extending kindness to the thousandth generation:· D'!;I~~~ can have many 

meanings. For example. it may mean that the Eternal will extend kindness to or protect 

thousands of the Israelites currently alive. or even that the Eternal would protect the 

23. Exodus 34:6-7. 



troops. Most commentators take their lead from Rashi. who writes ·''JW? : □'!JJN? 

nnn D'!l?N'" Rashi may have taken his lead from Onkelos. who translates this as 

If we view these words as a parallel to □')~ ')1)-?.)!1, C"J.:}-?.)! nl:lt( 11.V I iP!l 

□'Y3.1-7Y1 D1 W?W-Jl! then it makes sense that this refers to 10n. kindness or ... - - ; . .. . -

mercy. shown to the descendants of a person who did the opposite ofl1Y. some 

righteous act. In fact. the root 7.~.J. according to the BOB. means to watch over. or 

guard. So this may not be a case in which the Eternal awards kindness to a person who 

may not deserve it. but whose ancestor deserved the kindness. Rather. it may be a case 

in which the original kindness is preserved. 

The Book of Deuteronomy both affirms and denies the idea that merit may pass 

from one generation to another. Deuteronomy 7: 12 has nl'.'( llYr;np.n :rp.v. [ ni..01, 

1",D::l~i .Y.:1'¥) 7W~ Tl?DD-nl".(l,: ·'The result of keeping these laws is that the 

Eternal will keep the covenant and the kindness which He swore to your ancestors:· The 

implication is that if you do not keep the laws. the Eternal will not show you the 

kindness He promised to your ancestors. You can receive a reward. and perhaps be 

treated with the kindness you deserve in addition to the kindness your ancestors 

merited, if and only if you are yourself deserving of some level of kindness. 

On the other hand. Deuteronomy 9:5-6 seems to indicate that the Israelites deserve 

no kindness; they will inherit the land only as a punishment to the current residents and 



as fulfillment of the promises made to their ancestors. i1.Q~ 1~=1? ,w,~i 1.I;'li?"T,¥~ NJ 

il.Qt( C,1Y-i7Wi?-□l.:' ,::;> i7.I)\¥1~ While 7: 12 implies that Israelites without merit will 

receive no reward. 9:5-6 announces that they are to receive a reward based solely on the 

righteousness or unrighteousness of others. 

These two positions can be reconciled only if we presume three different categories 

of righteousness. A person at the highest level is righteous enough to produce merit. 

Perhaps he or she may be considered a p,i~ or np,1~. The merit that he or she 

produces may therefore be given to others. A person at the middle level will. at the 

least. obey the laws of the Eternal. This person does not produce merit. but can receive 

the merit of his or her ancestors. Below a certain level. one may not even be the 

beneficiary of the merit of others. Thus. 9:5-6 reminds the Israelites that they are not in 

the highest category. but the middle category. dependent upon the merit of others. 7: 12 

warns the Israelites not to fall into the third category. at which point they would no 

longer qualify as beneficiaries of the covenant made with their ancestors."·' 

This system reconciles the different claims about merit made in the Torah. I do not 

claim that this was the intention of the Biblical author. Yet without this system. the 

24. Marmorstein concurs when he writes ··Among Jews themselves there were three 
groups, often differentiated in the sources: righteous, men of the middle way. and 
wicked:· Marmorstein, p. 24. 
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Biblical verses are in conflict. I believe this mirrors the conflict between the desire to 

insist that the Israelites act meritoriously and the fear that they would take credit for the 

good that befalls them. The middle path is that the Israelites will receive good based on 

merit. but not on their own merit. Thus this idea of□,~~~~ il?D 7,¥.J became 

extreme! y useful. 

We can see that the concept of receiving a reward because of the merit of one· s 

ancestors appears in the Torah. Stilt a more common notion is that one will receive 

· reward or punishment based on one· s own merit. As it says in Deuteronomy 11 :26-28, 

l.V)?\l!n 7\1/t< il:;}1:}.D-n~ :n~~iJl n~1~ □i"iJ □ :;>'~-~> 1.r.l°.1 ,~,J~ ilN.7 

NJ-□ 1'.< il~<i?iJ1, :□,~iJ □ :;u:u:,< i7l __ ~Yil ,:;,)t( 1w~ □:;>1n,~ n1;-P, n,~r;l-,~ 
D:;),D~ iH__~)? 1:>Jt( 7\J/~ 1TTiJ-lr,l 0-l;llQl, D:;)'IDJ~ i11.,i1,, ni,¥n-J~ l.V)?\¥.n 

Dl;l.Y,11;-N? 7\J/t< 0.,1Dt< c,n1J~ .,70t< n:t?.~ □l"iJ: There is no mention here of 

the merit of others mitigating against the curse that one will receive for disobeying the 

commandments. 

In later books of the Bible. we see a different paradigm. According to Ezekiel 16. 

the covenant between the Eternal and Israel was never based on merit at all. As we see 

in 16:6-8, the covenant wa'i based on grace. 7,};11:}. nt;n;,t::u:u;:i 11'.<17'.'.<1.,. l.,.~-V 7.J~~l.,. 

i::,11n1- l.,llD~ il"JWiJ n}')¥,~ il~~l :no ,,.,_;q~ 7~ 7Y)N1,. n.o T>'YP 7~ 7)'.;)N1,. 

7.l.,V1'.'.(t :i1,Jj_)1, D7.V l;ll".'..<1, 1JT;l.¥ T!-V~l ll°:n ... □'.1~ on_l.)l, ,,l!.~ 1 j'l(:l,D1_ .,~~qn1_ 

1~ .V'.llp~l.,. 1-D1...l-1/ i1'P,Q~1.,. 7,_~-1/ ,~J ... ~ ~i7.!;)1'.'.(t oi·t1 n.v lD.l! nF11, 71'.<11'.:<1.,. 7,_~-1/ 
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Perhaps more interesting is Ezekiel chapter 18. Ezekiel holds that the covenant is in 

effect. Those without merit of their own. however. will be punished. The effect of the 

covenant is that those who sin will eventually be forgiven. As is written in 16:59-60. 1 ::;, 

so. chapter 18 states that no one will be punished for the sins of others. and no one will 

be rewarded for the righteousness of others. The Eternal admits that this concept existed 

Yet if a sinner has a son who is righteous. that son will be rewarded for his 

righteousness. and not punished for his father·s sins. More to the point of this essay. if a 

righteous man has a son who is a sinner. the son will die for his sins. and not benefit 

from any of the merit accrued by his righteous father. i1\Vl/1, 017,!::i"W Y,7.;J-1~ l'~lill, 

JJN □'7ili1-JN □l 'J il\V.V r,<1., il?N-JJ-nN N1i11 :i77Nr.l lnNn nN 
- ... ,.,.._. ',' - - TT ",'" T '•' l ·;··" --•• ,. 

n,n, 1:i PY.l1' nnP nin il\!/.Y n,N.1 ni:i.vinil-JD:2c, 
•: ~ ' T T T T T •; ·· T .. - 'Y 

25. Ezekiel 18:2 
26. Ibid., 18: I 0-13 
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For Ezekiel. the value of the covenant is that the people as a whole will not be 

wiped out. that they will eventually be forgiven. Yet only those individuals among the 

people who repent of their sins will be forgiven. The covenant is like a business 

transaction. A deal has been made with the people as a whole. Those members of the 

people who keep their end of the bargain will receive the rewards promised in the 

covenant. Those who do not. will not. People will receive rewards for the merit of their 

own righteousness. and may be forgiven their sins through their own repentance. That a 

person can receive merit from others is emphatically denied. 

Proverbs. a book which directly addresses the question of how one should behave. 

agrees with Ezekiel. In 11 :4b-7. it is clear that a person will be punished or rewarded 

based on his own behavior alone. iJTI 1¥.")1..J;l □ '7'.l.tl nI?1~ :nl}';)~ ?'~.t:I i1i:'l¥~ 

YW1 □1t< nin~ :~i_:;,~,. 0 1;~·:,. n:i_.:q~ □ ?.'lf!.(I 0 11W', nj;.11,~ :Yl!i1 ,·!l,_ in~ip1.:;,.~ 

i11~t( □1~iN n~t1inl, i1l.J7.1:l ,.JNI-1: 

The only place in Proverbs in which people are seen as inheriting anything from 

their fathers is 19: 14. The inheritance is a physical one of house. or family name. and 

wealth. No special connection with the Eternal is implied. In fact. Proverbs specifically 

notes that sinners may amass money and property. but only to eventually pass them on 

to the righteous. ~7 

There is in Proverbs a single exception to this view of the world. 14:26 has n1::<1,.~ 

i1l?D~ i,,TP. PJT~~~ tY-n\:?.:;t'? i11j71,: This may be translated as ·'Fear of the Lord is 

27. Proverbs I 3:22b. 
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a stronghold/ A refuge for a man·s children."2k This verse may indicate a link between 

an earlier time in which children were rewarded for the righteousness of the father. and 

a later time in which this view would become even more prevalent. It may be that the 

refuge. ilt?Dr;>. is a physical one based on the financial benefits the father has received 

as a reward for his righteousness. However. given the uncertain status of worldly wealth 

in Proverbs. the plain meaning of this verse seems to be that there is some spiritual 

benefit that may pass from father to children. This idea existed in the Torah. but seems 

to have disappeared in the later books of the Bible except as a general sense that the 

covenant between the Israelites and the Eternal still exists. Yet this idea will make a 

reappearance in later Jewish literature. and perhaps this verse in Proverbs is a hint that 

the idea remained somewhere below the surface. 

While a search for this idea of transference of merit in every book of the Bible is 

beyond the scope of this paper. mention must be made of the book of Job. The book of 

Job squarely addresses the question of why we receive reward or punishment from the 

Eternal. I fthere was any sense that the merit of one· s forebears could tilt the balance 

towards reward. surely it would be mentioned in this book. 

In fact. such is not the case. The book casts doubt even on the idea that one·s own 

merit will determine reward or punishment. This idea. put forth by Eliphaz. Bildad. 

Zophar. and Elihu. is vehemently denied by the Eternal.:9 The author of Job does not go 

so far as to claim that all good comes from the Eternal thromrh grace alone. Rather. it 
~ ~ ~ 

28. As per the JPS. 
29. Job 42:7-8. 
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seems as ifthere is a system of reward and punishment. and that this system is infected 

by a certain capriciousness. 

As in the book of Ezekiel. there is no question of the transference of merit. Job 

questions the justice of the Eternal when he suffers physically. When his children are 

killed in 1: 18. Job mourns. but the idea that his merit should have saved them from 

death does not appear. In the famous phrase. Job says OW 'i7', ni?~ i1\,!i'\. llJl .. n, .. n,, 

Even Bildad the Shuhite. whose character represents an orthodox view of reward 

and punishment. states D~\¥!)-1'~ DD~lfl',t l~-1Nl?tl 1'~-~-D~: The death of Job's 

children is acceptable if they have sinned against the Eternal. Although Bildad believes 

that Job has sinned. ~1 there is no suggestion that Job· s children have died for his sins. or 

for any cause other than their own sins. In the next verse but one. Bildad goes on to say 

course. used to mean ·pure.· or ·upright.· in parallel with 1\!I'. Still. the meaning 

·meritorious· is not far from the surface. 

30. Ibid .. I :21 b. 
31. Ibid .. chapter 18. 
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Chapter Two: The Mishnah 

Bv the time the Mishnah was redacted. the idea of transference of merit had ., 

returned to the mainstream of nom1ative Jewish belief:1 By this time. the idea of merit 

had become associated with the root il .J .l'. The root had also taken on a number of 

other meanings. possibly connected through association. One of the new meanings of 

this word. connected to its original meaning. to be ·pure· or ·clear·. was to be ·found 

innocent' in a court of law. The term was often used in civil cases to mean the party in 

whose favor the judges found. as the opposite of :ii,n. See. for example. M Bekhorot 

32. One might therefore expect to see hints of this idea in intertestamental literature 
and. we find. such is indeed the case. Particularly in the case of more literary 
works. we see the idea that reward and punishment come to children based on the 
merit or wrongdoing of their ancestors. Tobit. of course. is a story about the good 
that comes to Tobias because of the piety of his father. the eponymous Tobit. The 
book shows that this concept is assumed to be standard in a number of specific 
instances. One such instance is Tobit"s prayer in 3:3. when he asks the Divine not 
to punish him for the sins of his ancestors. The prayer continues (New American 
Bible Trans.) ··Yes. your judgments are many and true in dealing with me as my 
sins and those of my fathers deserve .. (3:5 ). Merit is assumed to be transferrable in 
Tobit 13:9. in which Tobit in the course of a longer prayer states ··o Jerusalem. 
the holy city, he afflicted you for the deeds of your hands. but will again have 
mercy on the children of the righteous.·· (N RSV) Even wisdom books. which one 
might assume would be close in theology to Proverbs. hint at the idea of 
transference of merit. In The Wisdom of Solomon. 3:16. we find ··But children of 
adultery will not come to maturity. and the offspring of an unlawful union will 
perish.'" (NSRV). The same idea is repeated in 4:3-5. Ecclesiasticus 4: 16 states 
that not only will those who are faithful to Wisdom inherit her, "their descendants 
will also obtain her.'" (NRSV) 23:24 agrees with The Wisdom of Solomon that not 
only will an adulteress be punished. but ·'her punishment will extend to her 
children." 
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as ilJt is as much the opposite of J.11n as NY.lt:> is the opposite of11il\J. 

Another meaning of i7Jt often found in the Mishnah is ·acquire.' No doubt there 

were cases in which a person was found pure by a court of law and therefore won a 

court case. acquiring property as part of the legal decision. It is pure speculation to 

suppose that this might have been a reason that i7J1' came to mean ·acquire: yet in M 

Nedarim 5:5 we see an interesting use of the word. The mishnah discusses a case in 

which a person has sworn a vow not to benefit from items heldjointly by all the 

townspeople. lfhe wants to use these items. he can write his share over to the head of 

the court. If one were to ask ·'Why only the head of the court?'". the reply is given that 

the head of the court does not acquire the title. il"!lil", "~1 .N"W-l.i iv':?D Jf.liJiJl, 

The word nlJl' here means ·acquire.· but in a specific legal way. The acquisition 

here is of title only. not acquisition of the object itself. which in fact the original owner 

wi11 keep. i7J1' also refers to the more common type of acquisition. but it could have 

33. An example of this might be a person who vows not to take benefit from any item 
he owns jointly with others. but then finds that he wishes to read from the Torah 
scroll. He can give his share of the scroll to the head of the court. and then read 
from it. because he is no longer a part owner. 
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first appeared in this sense in law.34 The meaning of the word n::,r may have shifted in 

meaning from pure. to innocent. to acquisition by means of being found innocent to 

acquiring title legally. to meaning any kind of acquisition. This is a matter of 

speculation. but it does follow logically. 

n::,r also has the meaning of acquiring the right to perfonn an action. This form of 

legal acquisition is dissimilar to the kind of acquisition we saw in M Nedarim 5:5. In 

that case. a person loses physical possession. thereby gaining the right to use an object. 

In other cases. a person gains the right to perfonn an action. and there is no question of 

transference of property. One case of this kind of acquisition can be found in M Gittin 

of a woman who marries twice. even if the get was originally given to the wrong 

person. once it is given to the right person. it is a legal get. Therefore. the first husband 

cannot abrogate the right of possession of the second husband. 

More commonly. however. the right acquired is the right to perform a meritorious 

action. In M Tamid. the right to perform a meritorious action comes with winning a 

lottery. In I :4. for example. the mishnah begins NH'i .D.lrr;liJ l1~ D11,D~ n:;,t\P 1 )) 

D11J:l.,_. This could be variously translated as ·'Whoever had ll'on the lottery· and gained 

the right to clear [the ashes] from the altar would clear [them].'· ··whoever had acquired 

the right to clear [the ashes] from the altar would clear [them].'' or even ··Whoever 

34. For nJt as acquisition in terms of simple purchase, or. more usually. in the sense 
of becoming the owner of a found object. many examples are found throughout the 
Mishnah. See especially Eruvin 4:8. 7:6. 7:7. 7: 11. 8:3, Baba Kamma 3:3. Baba 
Metziah I :3, 1 :4, 8:4, et passim. 
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merited the right to clear [the ashes) from the altar would clear [them)."'35 

"Whoever [won the lottery and thereby] acquired [the right) to clear [the ashes] 

from the alter would clear [them].'' might be the most accurate translation. but in any 

case. there seems to be a blurring of the distinction between winning (a lottery or a court 

case), acquiring (an object or the right to perform a meritorious action). and deserving 

(to win a court case. or being pure/having merit). 

In M Tamid l :2 the mishnah may be clearer. This mishnah is also about 

determining who can perform the meritorious action of cleaning the ashes from the 

altar. When the person in charge comes. i1,?t\¥ "P i1~t JO"~i7?' The Neusner 

translation has "They cast lots. Whoever won. won.·· This translation would have been 

more appropriate had the mishnah read n.:n n.:n\U in1 l'O,~il. 

The Neusner translation is not the only possible interpretation. Philip Blackman has 

''They cast lots. and he that succeeded obtained the privilege:•P It might also be 

translated as ·'They cast lots. and the right was acquired by he who won.•· 

If we presume a world view in which all things are controlled by the Divine. there 

may not be a difference between having merit and winning a lottery. That is. to win a 

lottery such as this indicates the possession of merit. Admittedly. this is only conjecture. 

If. however. we presume a world view which holds that nothing happens that is not 

controlled by the Divine. it seems logical to assume that the priest who wins the right to 

35. This confusion appears in similar statements in M Tamid 3:5, 3:6. 3:9, 4:L 4:2, 
4:3, 5:4, 5:5, 6: 1. and 6:3. 

36. The same terminology appears in 3: I and 5:2. 
37. Blackman translates 3: l and 5:2 the same way. 

21 



perform a meritorious deed does so because of his merit. 

Whether or not this is so. we see at least that n:n here functions in a positive way. 

More than the opposite of :i,nn. it has the sense of a good thing happening. Whether it 

is clearly to win. to acquire. or to deserve. or whether it is some combination of all 

three. may not be detenninable in this case. 

Other uses of nJl' in the Mishnah clearly indicate merit. In a discussion of wealth 

and poverty. Rabbi Meir in M Kiddushin 4: 14 says 1-<1:n, rHJTl)~Q lr,l I1P),V N1, 

inl:>~ 1 !;1~ ~i:,D N~~ ~nu,;i~Q. lr.l nn,~11 There is nothing upon which poverty or 

wealth could be based here but merit. or lack thereof. Although most uses of n:,r in M 

Sanhedrin indicate ·not guilty.· in I :4. referring to court cases involving dangerous 

whoever kills them first is meritorious. or whoever kills them first acquires merit. 

Another example can be found in M Sotah l :9. The mishnah discusses the fact that 

a person receives reward not only to the proper extent. but that the form of the reward 

corresponds to the meritorious action for which the reward is given.~~ In this mishnah 

we see P::lt( n,::< 11.J.i?' il~t e,o,,,. Because Joseph had merit. he was awarded the 

opportunity to bury his father. Here ··11:ip? il'.2t;" is used as a compound verb. ·to 

merit burying.· We see the same concept later in this mishnah. without the compound 

verb. C,Ql,. I11Y.l¥1'~ il~t il\PY.l Here we see that Moses. who of course was not ab]e to 

38. As we see in M Sotah I :7. i~ l'Tfl7l Fl~ .TJin Dlt<\V nlY,l~. The discussion of 
reward follows a discussion of similarly appropriate punishments. 
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bury Joseph in the Promised Land himself. still ·merited' Joseph·s bones.39 

Interestingly. this mishnah seems to indicate a chain reaction of merit. Because of 

Joseph's merit. he was able to bury his father. thus acquiring more merit. Because 

Joseph was meritorious. to receive his bones was an honor. Moses received this honor 

because of his merit. and because of this meritorious deed. he received the honor of 

having the Eternal bury his bones. 

M Sotah 3:4 continues to use ilJl' to indicate merit. The mishnah states that if a 

guilty woman is made to drink the bitter waters. and does not suffer from it as the Torah 

says she will. it is because the merit she has stored up. i7{1n i1l.:P,Q .ntJl', n~ w1 ... D~ 

0 1~~- In fact. depending on how much merit she has stored up. she can delay the ill 

effects as much as three years. In the following mishnah Rabbi Simeon and Rabbi 

debate whether or not merit will actually delay the effects of the waters. They do not 

debate whether there is such a thing as merit which can be stored up. nor can n1:n as it 

is used in this mishnah mean anything but merit. 

In M Kritot 6:9 there is a discussion as to whether one member of assorted pairs is 

greater than the other. The pairs in question are goats or lambs. pigeons or doves. and 

father or mother. Although one opinion states they are all equal. another says that the 

father is greater than the mother. for both the son and the mother must honor the father. 

39. There is an interesting parallel bet\\'een this and the equally vague concept in 
Christianity of the merit of possessing relics of saints. 
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The mishnah goes on to say that so it is with the rabbi and the father. for lliJ il~r,. □~ 

statement. .J.10 ,~_!i)) lliJ il~t.,, could possibly mean ·the son acquires [teachings] 

before the rabbi.· but also could mean ·the son acquires merit before the rabbi. •.io I 

believe that this is a transitional phrase. a blurring of the two meanings of rn:n. to 

acquire. and to have merit. 

In M Makkot 3:16 we also see an unambiguous use ofi"l:Jt to mean merit. '~1 

ni~r,H i"l'lirl Ci;l~. According to Rabbi Chanaiya b. Akashiya. the Torah and its 

mitzvot were given to Israel for the sake of the merit of Israel. By performing mitzvot, 

Israel is able to acquire merit. 

We see some interesting uses of i1Jt in Pirkei Avot as well. In 1:6 Rabbi Joshua b. 

Perahiah states: ni:,~ ci~~ Dlt<D J~ l1~ 11 ,,.D."'1 This is certainly connected to the 

idea of n1J1' as innocent. on the other side of the scales of justice from .Jnn. Yet surely 

Rabbi Joshua b. Perahiah does not mean that every trial should end with acquittal. 

Rather, the intention seems to be that we should look upon all people as if they were 

meritorious. 4~ This seems to be another transitional phrase. connecting the two 

40. As, indeed, Neusncr translates it. 
41. This idea is repeated in Avot 6:6. See note 43. 
42. Both the Artscroll Siddur and Kravitz and Olitzky have ·• ... judge everyone 

favorably.·· Neusncr has ·• ... give everyone the benefit of the doubt.'' 
24 



meanings of innocent and meritorious. Certainly they were never far apart in meaning. 

but in this mishnah we see the place in which they meet. 

M Avot 6: 1 includes the statement rn:J~ ,,,, 111.:nil~~ ,H\?DiJ 11,l lfli?1J17;). 

indicating that rn:>l' here is the opposite of NIJn."'' Another place in which rllJt is used 

in this way is M Avot 5: 18. This mishnah begins N\?D Pl'.'< ~□,J.10 .n~ n::;>tr;liJ ,~ 

above. nJt is used in parallel with and as the opposite of N l}n :'"' The opposite of sin is 

a good deed. a meritorious deed. nJtr.l here is to cause merit to arise. to create or 

acquire merit. The mishnah goes on to say O,.l1Q nt:>~ ~t:1"~10 .nl'_:( n~n, n~r,. n¥.)n 

This is an unambi2uous use ofi1Jt to indicate merit that can be obtained bv one - . 

person and used by another. The reward for a person·s good deeds will be enjoyed by 

someone other than the person who performed the meritorious action. This idea, which 

we saw in Exodus 34:7 but which seemed to disappear in the prophetic books. has made 

a reappearance. This mishnah does not suggest that this would be a surprising concept. 

or one which needs explanation or excuse. It is simply accepted that one may bring 

merit to many. 

43. Chapter six of M Avot is not actually part of the Mishnah. but a collection of 
baraitot usually appended to the tractate. Because of this. the dating of these 
statements is a little less certain. 

44. Kasovsky. in nJ\!JYli1 ll\!JJ 1~N. gives ·The opposite of Nl.)n·· as his first 
definition of il::>1". 
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There is no wav ofknowin2 how this idea returned to normative Judaism. or even if ., -
it had ever fully left. We cannot say for certain what the religious elite in the post­

Biblical era truly believed. All the more so are we unable to determine what the beliefs 

of the general Jewish population might have been. It seems clear that a reader of 

Deuteronomy might expect rain in return for sacrifices and observance of the festival 

days. Whether a farmer of the fifth century 8.C.E. would expect successful crops 

because of his lineage of pious ancestors. we can only speculate. 

It is not impossible that the appearance of scholars of the Torah might have brought 

this idea back into currency. The appearance of the Pharisees and a valuing of Torah 

study apart from Temple service might have led to the reappearance of ideas inherent in 

the Torah. Certainly a close reader of the post-Genesis Torah might come to the 

conclusion that all of the merit of the Israelites depended upon Moses_-1s 

Marmorstein suggests that the idea of the transference of merit reappeared because 

of the social and political situation in mishnaic times. Because the Jews in Roman 

Palestine were politically powerless. they felt a strong desire to connect with the 

ancestors who had been so close to the All Powerful One. Teachings professing that the 

people were still the beneficiaries of their ancestors· merit would have therefore been 

popular.-!(, 

45. See Numbers 14: I for one of several instances in which the entire community is 
seen as lacking merit. 

46. Marrnorstein, pp. 42-43. 49. et passim. Marmorstein also suggests that the rabbis 
may have been influenced by Persian theology. specifically the concept of a 
'storehouse of good deeds.· Ibid. pp. 20-21 . 
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In Avot 2:2 we see the phrase n1JN n1:n. the merit of the fathers. for the first time. 

This is the best known type of transference of merit. n1JN ni:>r became an extremely 

important concept in Judaism. Many Jews felt that although they deserved no reward 

from their own actions. they would be rewarded in this world or the next because of the 

merit acquired by Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob. In 2:2 the idea is already fully developed. 

1.l.:'~ n7~i.V ClJi?T~l, llJ.lt',Q>? OlJl:l~ n~ :>1'\J). This follows a statement that those 

who work for the community must work for the sake of heaven. If they do. then the 

merit of their fathers will be with them. n1.JN n1Jr. as we will see. remains a part of 

mainstream Judaism to this day. 

If we return to Makkot. we can find perhaps the best example of transference of 

merit. M Makkot 3: 15 states that a person receives a reward for avoiding blood. Rabbi 

Simeon b. Rabbi states that if those who avoid blood. which is distasteful. receive merit. 

then much more merit must be acquired by those who avoid robbery and sexual 

misbehavior. which are attractive. 1? ilJ?'l\U but he goes on to sav. n1111,~ Pnl7l"'T?~ 
-.· : , ·: - .,, : T : 

So a person can receive merit. not only from Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob. and not 

only from his own ancestors. A person. it seems. can receive merit from someone in his 

own generation. someone to whom he is not even related. As we have seen in M A vot 

5: 18 above. Moses was able to give merit to his own generation. to the entire 

community around him. few of us arc the equal of Moses. yet with M Makkot 3: 15 

there is a sense that anyone performing even a single mitzvah. acquires merit that lasts 
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forever. For the first time we get a sense of the existence of a point system. in which 

merits and demerits become permanent marks on a board. The positive points, the l11Jt. 

are available for others. 

The root il:Jt. which meant physically pure in the Torah and metaphorically pure in 

the later books of the Bible. has taken on a number of other meanings in the Mishnah. 

While some of these meanings are closer in meaning to ·pure· than others. it is not to 

difficult to make a logical connection among them. A person who is pure will be found 

innocent in a court case. If it is a civil case involving property. he will acquire the 

disputed property. Jf an earthly court decides in a person·s favor because of his purity 

and innocence. surely it follows that a heavenly court will also decide in his favor if he 

is religiously pure and innocent. If he acquires property in the first case. he must also 

acquire something in the second case. While he may acquire a reward. by winning a 

lottery for example, he may also acquire merit. which can be stored up for later rewards. 

At the same time. we see a reappearance in the Mishnah of the concept of the ability 

to transfer merit to be transferred to other generations. This concept is taken a step 

further with the idea that the merit can be transferred even to others of one·s own 

generation. While rooted in Torah. this idea was disparaged in prophetic works with an 

emphasis on personal responsibility. As we saw in this chapter. the rabbis who 

revolutionized Judaism after the destruction of the Second Temple embraced the idea. 
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Chapter Three: The Talmud 

In Chapter Two. while we did not examine in detail each of the more than two 

hundred and fifty instances of the use of the root n:rr. we gave at least one example of 

each type. Since the Talmud is larger than the Mishnah. so too there is a corresponding 

increase in the number of instances of the root. It is beyond the scope of this paper to 

discuss the appearance of the root n:,r in the Talmud in any comprehensive way. We 

will limit our examination of the more than seven hundred appearances of the root to 

those cases in \\'hich the root has the meaning of ·merit.· 

One such instance occurs in Berachot 6b. This tractate discusses the proper way to 

pray. Rabbi Che Ibo quotes Rabbi Huna on the importance of the afternoon prayer. 

which leads to another quote from the same rabbis on the importance of making the 

groom happy at the bridal meal. If a person does not make him happy. the person has 

done wrong to the five voices mentioned in the wedding blessings. The question is then 

asked: if a person does gladden the groom. what is his reward? Rabbi Yehoshua b. Levi 

answers. i'l11.n? i1J1'r :11? 1J. Y\Vli'l, ,J.11Y.lN. 

It is difficult to say whether this means ·He acquires the Torah.· ·He merits the 

Torah.· or · He merits the acquisition of the Torah.· Nonetheless. it is significant that 

TlJl" is mentioned in context of a reward. While nJ't can mean to acquire in a purely 

physical sense, as we have seen in the Mishnah. the meaning commonly shades into 

'acquiring merit' or 'acquiring because of merit.' While one can ·nJt' Torah, or the 
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right to clean the ashes from the altar. one cannot ·n:rr something negative. 

If n:n in Berachot 6b means some combination of ·merif and ·acquire.· the 

meaning seems elsewhere to mean some combination of ·merit.· and ·acquit.· Shabbat 

127b might at first seem to be such a case. A careful reading. however. clarifies the 

meaning. The folio quotes a baraita. saying ntJr r,:,, 11,.JTI 11i1 ,~~n. echoing I :6 

of Pirkei Avot. In Pirkei Avot. it was not clear to what extent the term nlJl' was 

intended to mean ·acquit.· The Talmud continues. n1.Jr, 1n1N PJi. This is followed 

by three aggadot in which a person who seems to have committed a sin is judged to be 

meritorious. In each case. the person turned out in fact. to be meritorious. The third 

aggadah may be translated as follows: 

Our rabbis taught: Once they wanted a thing for the scholars which 

was with a noblewoman, and all of the great men of Rome went to 

her. They said 'Who will go?' Rabbi Joshua said to them, 'I will go.' 

Rabbi Joshua and his students went. When he approached the door 

of her house, he removed his tefillin when he was four amot away, 

and he entered and shut the door before them. After he came out he 

went to the bath and bathed,4i and then studied with his students. He 

said, 'When I took off my tefillin, what did you think of me?' They said 

'That our teacher thought he should not bring holy words into a place 

of uncleanliness.' 'When I shut [the door], what did you think of me?' 

They said 'Perhaps there were affairs of state between him and 

between her.' 'When I went down and bathed, what did you think of 

47. As ifhe had had an emission of semen. 
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me?' They said 'Perhaps some saliva came from her mouth and 

landed on the clothes of our teacher.' He said to them 'By the 

Worship Service! Thus it was! Since you thought of me with merit, the 

Divine will judge you with merit. '48 

It is clear that the judgement here is not a legal judgement. The decision that is 

made is whether a person is righteous. In the example above. the students are judging 

whether their teacher has sinned or is pure. Appearances to the contrary 

notwithstanding. they have judged him to be pure. As he was pure. they have acquired 

merit by their favorable judgement. and will themselves be judged favorably. The other 

two aggadic stories in this folio are more or less identical in intent. 

The Talmud also embraces the concept of n1JN TllJT'. the merit of the ancestors 

helping their descendants. An example can be seen in the story of the deposition of 

Rabban Gamliel. which is found in Berachot 27b. When Rabbi Joshua is rejected as an 

alternative, the rabbis turn to Rabbi Akiva. However. there is a fatal flaw in his 

According to some stories. Rabbi Akiva is descended from converts to Judaism. It is not 

clear at this point if Akiva lacks nnN n1Jt because his direct ancestors lack merit or 

because the merit of Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob cannot be transferred to a descendant of 

converts. Yet the Gemara goes on to choose Rabbi Eliezar b. Azariya. One of Eliezar·s 

qualifications is nlJ.N n1:n i11 ~ Il'N'T N71'.Y~ '7'1.YY Nli'l. If Eliezar·s n1.JN n1Jt 

48. fllJJ'J DJnN ,,,., Dlj]7)il fllJJ'J 1llnY"rVJ Dl'JJ onNl. 
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comes from Ezra. ten generations back. then Akiva"s lack of .nl.lN .n1Jt comes. not 

from the lack of a connection to the three patriarchs. but from the fact that there were no 

great scholars or righteous people amongst his ancestors. 

This shows that nlJN nDt is the stored up merit of all of one· s ancestors. not only 

Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob. The merit this gives the descendent is more than the respect 

one might give to a man of good family. The spiritual power this gives Eliezar will 

protect him from any curse that Gamliel might call up against him.'l'I 

In Berachot 27b we were concerned with merit that had been transferred to Rabbis 

Akiva and Eliezar by their ancestors. We also find a clear case of the transference of 

merit in Yoma 87a. The Gemara states: r:,,r li1\U 1'"1 N? D"i?"1~? Di111\UN 

l11111i1 ?:> C,lt> 1.V DiPJJ. 1JJ.?1 Di,,.lJ.? p:nnw N?N. ·The righteous are 

happy. for it is not enough that they have merit. but they give merit to their children and 

their children ·s children. until the end of the generations." This sentiment is very similar 

to what we saw in M Makkot 3: 15 above. The difference is that here in the Talmud. the 

acquisition of merit itself is the goal. The righteous should be happy because they 

acquire merit for themselves and others. The Mishnah merely states that the 

performance of a mitzvah gives one (and others) merit. Merit. in the Mishnah. had not 

yet taken on a value of its own. 

When we examine the difference between the concept of .n1Jl' in the Mishnah and 

the Talmud. it is clear that the latter has a more complex view. Not only has .n1Jl' take 

49. As per the Soncino translation. Akiva·s lack of nuN nlJt leaves him open to 
such curses. 
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on a value of its own. but it is a much more flexible concept. nlJt has gone from an 

idea of righteousness that affects others to more or less a point system. in which those 

with points can use them in many different ways. both for themselves and others. A clue 

to the reason for the change in meaning can be found in Kiddushin 40a. 

Shabbat 127a states: 11i'i11 ill'i1 C71.V.J 1n1n111 .!J 7.JlN OiN 0 17.li nww 

li1 1,N1 N.Ji1 0,1.v, 17 nnnp: One of the things that provides both fruit in this 

world and lasting capital in the world to come is to n1:,r c,:,, 17.JTI nN lii1. This is 

the statement which gave rise to the discussion of the value of judging one·s fellow on 

the side of merit and the accompanying aggadot in Shabbat 127b as mentioned above. 

However. Kiddushin 40a interprets this statement differently. This folio states n1:>rn 

The meaning of this statement is critical to the understanding of what the word 

J11Jt came to mean. Here J'llJl' itself has both capital wid fruit. that is. a principal 

which will be of value in the future. as well as interest which is can be received now. 

The interest brings rewards now. in this world. while the capital will bring reward in the 

World to Come. 50 

The concept of an afterlife. a World to Come. had been in Judaism for some time.51 

SO. We know that nlJt is used to ·purchase· entry in to the World to Come through 
association. In some cases. such as in Rosh Hashanah 4a which reads Y?P 1n1Ni1 
N.Jn D?l.Vi1 ,,n, i1.J. i'ljtNW ?'.J'l!J:11 n .... the connection is made much more 
explicit. 

51. See, for example, Pirkei Avot 4:16: .;Rabbi Jacob says "This world is like an foyer 
before the World to Come:· Even earlier the idea of an afterlife had become 
central to Pharisaic thought, as we can sec not least from the importance of this 
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Whether we can enter the World to Come or not is the decision of the Divine Judge. 

The metaphor of the Divine as judge is found as far back as the Tanakh.52 Yet by the 

time the Talmud appears. a different guiding metaphor seems to be in place. Rather than 

ajudge who makes difficult decisions on the basis of his superior knowledge. we see 

here a mercantile metaphor. A person earns so much credit for his actions. These credits 

are saved up. They may earn interest that he can withdraw. but he must maintain a 

certain amount of capital if he wishes to use the credits to purchase the main reward. in 

this case entry into the World to Come. 

In Biblical times. the structure of Jewish society dictated that the patriarch of a tribe. 

clan, or family made the decisions. By the time of the Mishnah. and certainly by the 

period in which the Talmud came together. the power of the patriarch had faded, while 

the power of money had grown a great deal. 

Despite a few mentions of money in the Torah. there was probably very little 

opportunity for the average person in the Biblical era to use money_sJ Although the first 

coins may have been produced in about 700 B.C.E .. 5"' their use was uncommon in what 

was still a largely agricultural society. By the end of the Second Temple period. a more 

idea in early Christianity. 
52. "~'PP n\p.V,'_ N? Ylt<Q-J~ o~:f\VD l~ n~~O Genesis 18:25. as well as Psalm 7:9. 

9:9. 35:24 et passim. 
53. For example. Abraham's purchase of the Cave of Machpelah in Genesis 23:4-18. 

the purchase of food by Jacob·s sons in 42-44. Balaam·s rejection of Balak's silver 
and gold in Numbers 22: I 8. et passim. On the other hand. there are a number of 
places in which one might expect money to be mentioned, and in which it is not. 
For example. when the four kings seize the wealth of Sodom and Gomorrah in 
Genesis 14, or when Jacob receives payment for his work for Laban in Genesis 29 
and 30. 

54. 687 B.C.E., according to the historian Herodotus. 
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urban population probably used money a great deal more often. In the Roman world, 

services. goods. and people were bought and sold. loans were common. and interest was 

paid. It is logical that one of the metaphors used to describe how the world functions 

was based on the concept of money. 

Indeed. to return to the Mishnah. there are a number of statements in Pirkei Avot 

which can be seen as using business as a metaphor for our relationship with the Divine. 

In M Avot 2:16. the study of Torah is likened to ajob with high wages. and the Divine 

to an employer paying the wages.ss .i1~liJ 1=2\V 1~ D')~1J ~i1~1iJ i111rl -tl"TT.;l~ 01'.( 

open and the Shopkeeper extends credit. The ledger is open. and the hand writes. '"56 

If the metaphor to which the early rabbis turned was business. that business required 

monev. rnnr was the monev of that s,·stem. 7J\!I. the word for reward. is often used in . . . 

these early rabbinic texts to describe what the righteous person would receive. 

However. 1:Hv could actually be a financial reward. Only l1lJ1' could clearly be the 

merit points that one could acquire from the •Divine Employer.· As Stewart wrote. ··on 

this view. every action which is not ethically neutral must increase either the credit or 

the debit balance in a man ·s heavenly bank account. and a man stands finally judged by 

whichever happens to be in excess of the other:·H 

55. As translated in Kravitz and Olitzky, p. 30. 
56. Ibid .• pp. 46-47. 
57. Stewart. p. 128. 
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It is a short step from the idea of n1:n as money to the idea that these merit points 

can be giYen away to others. Of course. as shown above. this idea was not new to 

Judaism. However. the fungibility of money had not previously been connected to 

religious merit. Furthennore. the discomfort that the prophets felt with the idea that 

people would not be rewarded or punished on the basis of their own actions seems to be 

largely forgotten by this point. 

In Baba Batra 119a we sec an example of nlJt acting very much like money, being 

• transferred from parent to child. The nlJt in this case is being used to acquire land. In 

fact. this Gemara seems to say that one can only acquire land through the n1:n of one·s 

parents. After a discussion of the acquisition of land and the merit of the daughters of 

Zelophehad. the Talmud reads rn:>rJl Ci1"JN "JN n1:>rJ l?\JJ C'Jli11 71'l 11'lN 

li11rllYJN 1JN. Not just the daughters of Zelophehad. but all children who receive land 

do so on the basis of the merit of their father's father and their mother's father. 5M The 

fact that the discussion goes on to say lYl~Y nl::JTJ N'Jnill is not important. 

Although the Gemara goes on to reconcile the two positions. the important thing is that 

the land can only be obtained with ni::n. Whether the ni:n used in this case is n1::,r 

that has been transferred or not is besides the point. The concept that merit is 

transferable is not called into question. 

One of the Talmud's strongest statements on the transfer of merit can be found in 

58. The property here discussed is the property given to the Israelites upon their 
entrance into the Promised Land. 
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Berachot 10b. There we find the following statement: l:J 1 'DP '7 □HU7l llnP 7"N 

n1:,r::i n,,nn ,:,, □11nN 111:>r::i ,, p,1n 17l~Y ni:::>rJ. n,,nn ?:> N77lt 

an,::iN, 11:,r 'NJW 0 1,nN rn:n::i n,n ill:V7l 11l~Y 111:,r:i ,, ,,,,n 0 1,nN 

,,,, OTl7l\Vil? 17lN'l 77lNJl!J 17l~Y nl:>l'J. ,, ,,n 711:JY ?1"-<1\V171 pn~,, 

111:>rJ. il'::>n 1n1prn 11 1n1ViU'J ll77ln ::i1 1Vn'::> PJ!l? Y7!lJ. i7lY ,,,n:i i11!17l 

'NJl!J 0 1 ,nN n1:>rJ. ,, l?l1 71l!l? 1l1:>?i1l1i1 71!JN l1N NJ 7:>1' J.1l1:>i lr.l~Y 

1i:JY 111,1Y7l?1 1lll1l7 i1l,11 ll/li'I? nNrn 71Yi1 ?N 1n1Jll 

We see from the above paragraph that some say there is a good deal of flexibility in 

the l11Jl' system. Points can be taken from one· s own merit or from the merit of others. 

and one has no control over which. As above. in Baba Batra 119a. there is no doubt that 

the merit is transferable. 

In Berachot l Oa we see a case in which merit is truly fungible. This folio contains a 

story about Isaiah son of Amoz visiting the ill King Hezekiah_;•) Isaiah infonns 

Hezekiah that he will die because he has not had children. Hezekiah replies that he has 

not had children because he foresaw they would not be righteous. Isaiah reprimands 

him. He tells him that it is the king·s responsibility to busy himself with being fruitful 

and multiplying. and the Divine will decide what the children will become. Hezekiah 

replies thus: 71111 .,,.,, Nl11.Jr NY.l1li 1\U!lN 7I17J. ,, J.il Nl1\!Ji'I n.,, 77lN 

1,.YY.li Pl:L 1 Nl1J 'ljJ!)Jl. He suggests that by marrying into Isaiah's household. he 

59. A midrash on II Kings 20:1-4. 
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could add his merit and lsaiah·s merit together. By virtue of the greater amount of merit. 

perhaps he will then have children who were righteous. 

The similarity of n1:>t to money in this story cannot be denied. In a society that 

used a legal metaphor. there would be no question of combining two people who were 

half innocent to get a favorable judgement. When two people with fifty shekels pool 

their mone,·. however. it is easv to buv an item worth one hundred shekels. . . . 

n1:rt functions like money. It can be stored up. and it can be transferred to others. 

We saw in Shabbat 127a that nlJl' has both interest. which we receive in this world. 

and capital. which we will use to purchase entry into the World to Come. This suggests 

that perhaps nlJt. like money. can be used up. If we take too much money out of the 

bank now. we eat into our capital. We use it to buy clothes and food. but when we 

decide to use the capital to buy a house. we may find there is not enough left. Does 

n1J1' function in the same way. or can we use it over and over? 

Shabbat 32a has an answer to this question. In this folio. Resh Lakish asks when a 

man is checked to see whether he is righteous or not. He answers himself that a man is 

checked when he crosses a bridge. If he is not righteous. the bridge may fall. The 

Gemara goes on to say that Rav would never cross a bridge upon which an idolator was 

sitting. for fear that the bridge might suddenly collapse to punish the idolator and Rav 

be killed along with him.<~) Shmuel would cross a bridge with a non-Jew on it. but the 

Gemara goes on to quote Rav Yannai. Rav Yannai. more practical than the others, 

60. One might expect Rav·s merit to save both him and the idolator. but no doubt 
bridges were much more risky propositions in those days. 
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would check the physical condition of the bridge before crossing it. ··A man should 

never stand in a dangerous place and say · A miracle will be done for me.· lest a miracle 

not be done for him.'" Besides. Rav Yannai goes on to say 1? P=>JY.l OJ 1? ,,~lY DNl 

PnP:>TY.l. Even if a miracle is done for him. credit will be deducted from his nl:l'l'.61 

A righteous person is righteous. and the righteousness is not decreased when 

rewarded. Merit. on the other hand. if it is like money. can be used up. The association 

of ni::n· with money may well have been subconscious. but there are many parallels 

between the t,vo. 

In Avodah Zarah 4a. the Divine functions like a money manager. The Eternal brings 

suffering upon people in this world so that they will have enough nlJt to enter the 

World to Come/•: Rav Abba would explain the verse ··For I was their Redeemer. yet 

they have plotted destruction against Me:· as meaning DJ1TJY.l~ D1!:IN ,n1Y.lN .,JN 

It is clear that JllJl' has taken on a life of its own. It is not only a metaphor. but the 

61. This concept is repeated in Ta'anit 20b. Rav Chuna has a house that is about to fall 
down. in which he has stored wine. He convinces Rabbi Adda b. Ahava to study in 
the house until he can remove the wine. After the wine has been removed. and 
Rabbi Adda b. Ahava leaves. the house collapses. Rabbi Adda b. Ahava is angry 
for, quoting Rav Yannai in Shabbat 32a above. he says ,NJ, ,ll 17lN, Nil '1.J 
CNl 'DJ 1, PWl..V l,N Nrl\lJ 'DJ ,, pv.,u, 71.JN"l ill.JO Cli]r.Jl 01N 1lrl..V1 ?N 0?1.V? 
PnP.Jl'r.J 1? PJJr.J OJ,, P\VIY ,r.n, 1~n1n. 

62. Suffering in this world means not using up any nl:Jl', which might otherwise have 
been used to acquire financial success, physical health. or family happiness. There 
is, however, an idea that the endurance of suffering itself produces merit. This idea 
will be come more prominent later. 

63. Hosea 8:4. 
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system by means of which our deeds generate reward and punishment. A frugal man. 

Rav Yannai wisely chose not to spend his 111Jt if he does not have to do so. Later in 

tractate Shabbat. on page 55a. we see a case in which merit is seen as having been 

depleted. In this folio. there is speculation by a number of rabbis as to why. in Ezekiers 

vision. a ··11-- is written on the foreheads of those who are to be spared from death.<"' 

Shmuers speculation is l11.JN l11:>1' i1Tll1. That the merit of their ancestors is 

depleted is not the only suggestion offered. but the concept that merit may be used up is 

accepted. In fact. according to Rabbi Chanan b. Rava. the deleterious effect of leaving 

the land of Israel will always cancel out the merit of one ·s ancestors.(,s 

We know that merit can come from Abraham. fsaac. and Jacob. We also know that 

it can come from our own. more recent .nlJN. The word .I11JN is sometimes translated 

as ·ancestors.· and sometimes translated as •fathers.· If there is any question as to 

whether women also produce merit we need only look at Rosh Hashanah I la. In 

interpreting the verse ?.V Y!li-'rl 0 11nn ?.V l?m N.J i11' illil 1Tl"T ?lj.7 

l11.V.Jli7.',(, Rabbi Eliczar says ?Y Y!li-'rl 111.JN rn:n.J 0 11i1i1 ?.Y l?"TY.l 

l11i1YJN l11:>1'.J Ill.Y.Jli1. We are further told how women can obtain 111Jt. In 

Berachot 17a. Rav says to Rav Chiyya. ,:1,, li1 11l.J nnpN:i p,:,r 1 N1l.J 0 1 \Yl 

64. Ezekiel 9:4. 
65. i1~1n, Y1NO N~l,\U i1Y\UJ ,, rnr.n.v i1J,N nlJN n,:n ,, w,w ,n ,,!IN\U ?"OP 

Y1NJ Baba Batra 91a. 
66. Song of Songs 2:8. 
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The Talmud also tells us that non-Jews also have ni:rr. Avodah Zarah 4a tells us 

that Rabbi Alexandri used to interpret the verse ·'On that day I will seek the destruction 

of all the nations .. thus: Dil? \U1 DN Dil?\U 1Jl1J:l \llj?:lN il"J.j?il 17lN 11l)') 

□i,Y.llVN lN? □ Nl □i!JN rn:>r.'·~ The non-Jewish nations will be judged at that time 

as to whether or not they have merit. 

Jewish and non-Jewish men and women are not the only ones to have merit. The 

land of Israel itself has merit. as we see in this line from Rosh Hashanah 16b: Nnl:J't 

We have seen above. in Shabbat 127a. that n1:n has both capital to be used in the 

World to Come and fruit that is produced in this world. The capital seems to be used to 

·purchase' entry into the World to Come. and also to determine what kind of experience 

one will have there. What kind of fruit may we expect from n1:n· in this world? We 

have already seen that Rav Yannai suggests that nlJl' may keep a decrepit bridge from 

collapsing when a meritorious person is crossing. The same concept appears in other 

places. 70 There is also an aggadah in Ta"anit 20b in which Rav and Shmuel would 

67. Also. see the quote from Baba Batra 119a above. regarding the merit of the 
daughters of Zelophehad. In addition. Marmorstein has ·The remembrance of the 
deeds of the Fathers and Mothers of Israel caused Moses· prayer to be heard and 
answered.'' Marmorstein. pp. 41-42. 

68. The verse, Zechariah 12:9, is translated ·'On that day I will all but annihilate all the 
nations ... " by JPS. 

69. This refers to the merit of the land of Israel which saved Abraham. 
70. See note 61. 
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always avoid walking beneath a wall that seemed in danger of collapse. However. when 

walking with Rabbi Adda b. Ahava. Rav was sure his merit would keep the wall from 

falling. 71 Rabbi Yochanan also tells us that it would have been fitting for Jacob to go 

down to Egypt in chains. but his merit saved him from this humiliation. 72 

In Sanhedrin 70a Rav Kahana discusses how a word can read ·he will become a 

leader.· or "he will become poor.· depending on how it is vocalized. 7' The answer. says 

Rav Kahana depends on merit. If he has merit. he will become a leader: if not. he \\'ill 

become poor. The same folio continues with Rava commenting on a verse that can 

either mean that wine will gladden him or that wine will sadden him. 7~ Again. says 

Rava. it all depends on merit.75 

Another benefit of n1:n in this world is described in Ta·anit 9a. The Gemara tells 

us that because of the merit of our three leaders in the wilderness. the Israelites received 

three gifts: the well. the clouds of glorv. and manna. The tractate states: n1:>r.J 7NJ. 
¥ ~ • 

TIIVYJ n1:>t.J lY.l l7T1N n1:>t.J lJ.V ilY.lJJ □11n. While none of us is Moses, 

Miriam. or Aaron. merit is also valuable in our daily lives. In explaining the verse ··He 

71. N?l i"PnlJr l!P!Jll 1111::i 11.Jl1N 1.J NlN .J1 N:PN, NJ,,N11 NJJ,,~ N., 11,:, 1Y)N 
NJ,~nun. 

72. Shabbat 89b, N?N ?n.J ?IV nlN?\VJIV:J. □i1~n';J ,.,,., lJ 1.JN :ipy, 11111 ,,N, 
,, nn,~ 1n1Jriv. 

73. The word w11 n is read w,,,n. This word means wine. the subject of this folio, in 
Jeremiah 3 I: 12. 

74. Psalms I 04: 15. 
75. N.J1 iv, 11\!JYJ 11Jt N';, WN1 11\VYJ ilJr w11 1n 1J11p, w,,n :11n::, 1n1 NJl1J :11 

111nnwn 11Jt N':J 1nnwn 11Jt nnw, 1J11p1 nniv, .J1nJ 1 r.n. 
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has not eaten on the mountains:·'6 Rav Acha b. Chanina explains that it means N?W 

Pnl.JN Ill~f.J ?~N.77 That is to say. he has not needed the merit of his ancestors in 

order to eat. The meaning of this is that our financial security. whether we eat or not, is 

dependent upon on merit. If we are righteous. we eat because of our own merit. If we 

are less righteous. we need to use the merit of our ancestors in order to eat. 

In Ketubot I 03a there is a fear that some might have thought that some of Rabbi"s 

students did not have enough merit to live. People might have thought that it was only 

the merit of Rabbi himself that kept them alive."1 So ni:,r is not only used to obtain 

land. food. and protection from danger. One·s very life is dependent upon one's n1:n. 

Interestingly. in Ketubot 103a it seems that merit transfers automatically. from those of 

great merit to those who are close to them. 

We find another benefit of n1:n in Shevuot 39a. In this tractate. we see that those 

who sin may have the punishment for their sin delayed several generations because of 

their merit. As the Gemara says. 1? l1?1I1 rn~r 1? W" DN i11U'l.JW rn,,::iy ?.:Jl 

nl111 nW?Wl □iJ~. Note the similarity of this concept to that of M Sotah 3:4. 

above. in which a woman·s merit delays the effects of the bitter waters. We also are 

reminded of the story of King Hezekiah. In II Kings 20. although he is told by Isaiah 

son of Amoz that he will die. he prays and is granted fifteen more years of life. 

According to Berachot IOb. already quoted above, this suspension of his sentence is due 

76. Ezekiel 18: 15. 
77. Sanhedrin 81 a. 
78. lil? NlJill'fT Nlil 1JTT UllJt 11.ll Nl"'J1Ni1 "T.Vl lil? lNli1 Nfl?1Y.l 11Y.l1J NJ"T 1Jil. 
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to his merit. 79 

There are many benefits to be obtained through JllJr. As it seems necessary for so 

many reasons. we now tum to the ways in which ni:,r may be acquired. Generally 

speaking. JllJt is obtained by performing mit::vot. This can be deduced from Sotah 21 a. 

The tractate reads i1W1.Y1 i111~Y.l i1J.,N Nil i111ni n1::,r N1l.,?1N 1NY.li n1::n 

i11~Y.li n1:n N,N N,il. So a person can receive merit for studying Torah. but not if 

she is female. because she is not required to do it. However. women as well as men 

receive merit for perfonning mit::vot that they are commanded to perform. 

Specific mit::vot seem to produce more ni:n· than others. As already noted above, in 

Berachot 17a we are told that women receive rn.:n by sending their sons to the 

synagogue and their husbands to the house of their rabbi. and waiting. one would 

imagine patiently, for their husbands to return. In Berachot 47b Rabbi Joshua b. Levi 

writes that we obtain merit by being one of the first ten men at a prayer service. ,m 

Shabbat 23b lists the particular rewards one may receive from the specific merit 

obtained by putting up a me::u::ah. wearing t::it::it. and saying the blessing for the 

Sabbath.xi 

The rabbis talk about the merit one can obtain by performing mit~•ot that they wish 

79. l1l:>tJ. ,~ 17l1 7'l!:J7 "nJ?i1nil 7\VN l1N NJ 7Jt l"l1YI' U)~.V nlJTl i1?l1 lil'Pl'n 
□11nN, as quoted above from Berachot I Ob. 

80. i17\UY DY il)Y.l'l n:n1 w q:::, nPJ.Ji1 l1'.J' D"TN D"JW1 D?l.VJ ?11 l"7 77lNl 
a,ll\!IN7il. 

81. w1,,pl ,,nrn nNJ rP?I.)? n:::,,r n,~,~:i ,,nrn nNJ n,,,.., n:,n nrm::r:i ,,ntn 
1n ,lll N71'.lY.ll n:nr DPil. Note the similarity between the meritorious deed and 
the reward. 
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to stress. Rabbinic literature does not tell us if all mit;;vot produce merit or if only some 

do. and the others are merely to be expected. M Avot 2:8 quotes Yochanan b. Zakkai as 

saying -Dl¥1.l 1;?? ,:, ~1';¥.l'~ iqil' P'rlJ-D ,~ ~i1:;J.7D rqtn Dl'~~ a~. Still. the 

general assumption seems to be that a life of piety. even performing only those mil::vot 

which are expected. will produce merit. 

The n1:n system seemed to work well for the Tanaitic and Amoraic sages. Still. 

any system is imperfect. and can sometimes lead one into an unintended theological 

position. In Moed Katan 28a Rava struggles against some of the unintended theological 

consequences of n1Jt. The Gemara states: Nl1lJtJ. N? 'JHY.ll .,.JJ. nn NJ.11Y.lN 

Nn,,n N,,n NJrn:i NJN Nn,i:n N,,n. 

An afterlife became necessary to Jewish theology because of injustice in the world. 

The Torah clearly states that the righteous will be rewarded and the evil punished. If 

one secs a righteous person suffering. or an evil person who is not being punished. there 

are a number of options. One may say that the person one thought was righteous must 

be sinning in secret. Of course. the person suffering knows whether he sins or not. 

Alternatively. one might say that the rewards and punishments are coming as a result of 

merit or demerit accrued by one ·s ancestors. Thirdly. one may say that there is an 

afterlife. and rewards and punishments will be received there. This became the 

mainstream Jewish belief in the Rabbinic period. 

Rava, in the Gemara quoted above. is dealing with this same problem of injustice. 

He compares Rabb a and Rabbi Chisda. Rabbi Chisda lived to the age of 92. celebrated 
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many weddings in his household. and was wealthy. Rabba died at forty. his household 

saw many funerals. and he was poor all his life. Yet one could not say that Rabbi Chisda 

had more nl::>t than Rab bah. Whatever the situation of their ancestors. Rabb a must 

have acquired enough nlJt on his own to earn him rewards in this life. that is to say. 

wealth. marriae:e for those in his household. and a lomi life. Thus Rava concludes that - -
these things must depend on chance. rather than merit. 

This statement is theologically dangerous. Religion must convince people to behave 

in certain ways. Rewards may be offered for specific behavior. but other than social 

acceptance. the rewards are seldom seen in this life. Reward and punishment in the 

Torah is an example of an attempt to have people behave in certain ways. The theory of 

the afterlife is an adjustment to the theory of reward and punishment. The theory of 

merit is a further refinement of the same theory. necessitated by the complexities of a 

more advanced society. 

Rava sees the flaws in even the refinement of nut. At a certain level of 

righteousness. one would expect a person's merit to bring all of the rewards of nlJl' in 

this world that we sa,, above. In the case of Rabba. we did not. Yet to say that joy in 

this world depends on luck is to throw the entire system out. It is unlikely that Rava 

wanted to say that it doesn't matter whether a person pcrfonns mil:vot or not. 

Another important theological point is addressed in Berachot 17b. Here there are 

two opinions on the meaning of the verse c 1p1n1n :i, 111:lN 1?N lYYl\!J 
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ilj'Ji~):l.82 The tractate goes on to say ,:i,, lJnP 1:17 .,, 11nN1 ?Nl):l\Vl .J.1 

71JN inl .V11tJ. p.llt.l Dill ilj'Ji~.J l'.lll'J 171.J □?1.Vi1 ,:, 11JN in 1l'.V?N 

l'Jll"J PN lrl~.V n1.Jt.J 1,1!:JN Di11 Dnl.JtJ. PJltJ ,,,:, a,,.vn ?J. It is. 

unimportant whether the disputants were Rav and Shmuel or Rabbi Yochanan and 

Rabbi Eliezar. The critical point here is whether the world is sustained through Divine 

charity or by the merit of the righteous.ir1 

This is another difficult problem of religion. Should we state that all good things 

come from the grace of the Divine? If so. there is no reason for us to behave in a certain 

way. Should we state that what we receive comes from our own merit? If so. we reduce 

our relation with the Divine to that of an employer and his employee. Besides this. we 

have the problem mentioned above. that of those who work and do not seem to get paid. 

and those who are paid without seeming to work.!1-l 

The pious often deny that their own merit might be enough to get them into the 

good graces of the Divine.x5 There is therefore a tendency towards grace and away from 

merit. Not onlv does this reduce our incentive for good behavior. as noted above. but it . -
creates a feeling of helplessness. The world can be seen as fundamentally malefic. vdth 

no way for people to escape punishment except to be saved by Divine grace. Divine 

grace. by definition. cannot he earned. A person can receive it only at the inscrutable 

82. Isaiah 46: I 2 
83. np,-~:i could also mean •justice· here. but given the rabbinic value system, it is 

unlikely. 
84. As mentioned above. the afterlife is a solution to this problem. 
85. For example, note the a,wyn u:i PN line in the piyut U:J?Y.l ll\lN. 
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will of the Divine. 

This, of course. resonates with certain Christian theologies. Because humans are 

burdened with original sin. they cannot be saved except through grace. Some of the 

negative aspects of this theology are avoided through the doctrine of Divine love. If a 

person accepts Jesus. he is certain to receive grace. and thereby be able to receive 

eternal life.!((' Although there were some similarities between early Christian and 

Rabbinic thought. this abandonment of the value of merit would never become part of 

mainstream Jewish thought. 

In the Talmudic period. the concept of nlJt was widely accepted as given. As 

money became a major factor in the lives of ordinary people. n1:,r took on more and 

more of the characteristics of money. n1Jr. previously seen as a means to an end. took 

on a value of its own. Just as money. which only represents wealth. became something 

of value in its own right. so too did n1:n. which represents righteousness. become a 

value in its own right. 

n1Jt also acquired some of the characteristics of money. It could be saved. it could 

be spent. and if spent. it could be used up. nlJ't would pass easily from a parent to a 

child. a teacher to a student. and a person with a lot of n1::n could provide it to the 

entire community. Two people could combine their r11:n to ·purchase· a reward which 

was too expensive for either of them alone. 

nlJt could be obtained by performing mit::vot, and could be used to acquire 

86. See, for example, Romans 5:12-21, 8:31-35, 39, et passim. 
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entrance to the World to Come. It could also be used in this world for physical 

protection. to guarantee long life. for financial success. to obtain land. food. or the right 

to do more meritorious acts. In the Talmudic period. ni:n· was connected to Judaism in 

a myriad of ways. Without an understanding of n,~r. one can hardly comprehend how 

the Tanaim and Amoraim understood the practical workings of Judaism. 
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Chapter Four: The Torah Commentaries of ~achmonides 

We have seen above how nnt became important to Judaism in the fifth and sixth 

centuries of the common era. To get a glimpse of what at least one highly respected 

scholar thought of n1:n some six hundred or so years later. I decided to look at the 

works of Moses b. Nachman Gerondi. known as Ram ban. Specifically. I will look at his 

last and greatest work. his commentary on the Torah. 

Ram ban accepted the concept of n1.::n as a given. This is to be expected. as the 

rishonim based their view of Judaism on the Talmud. We have only to look at a few of 

Ramban's comments on the Torah to see that this idea was an integral part of his 

concept of Judaism. 

For example. in his comment on Exodus 24: I 0. Ramban explains how the verse can 

say the seventy elders ·•saw the God of Israel:· He writes: ?N1\~,n rn:rr ":> 1YJl? 

l1Nti1 i1N1Yl.J. □l11:JT? □ i11'.lY □ il'.J.N. Because the tenn for the Divine used is 

specifically "God of Israel.·· Ramban writes that the elders merited seeing the Eternal 

because of the merit of Israel. that is. Jacob. 

According to Ramban. the merit of Jacob was transmitted to the seventy elders. In 

fact. we often see nDt being transmitted in Ramban·s commentaries. In his comment 

on Genesis 19:29, Ramban indicates where Lot obtained the n1J't to be saved by the 

angels. He writes: Di71.J.N J1l:JT.J. 1,,~n, J1lJt 1? i7,i1. Merit is transmitted by 

one of the patriarchs. 
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nnN ni::n. merit of the patriarchs. figures heavily in Ramban·s commentaries.87 

The merit of the patriarchs was boundless. and it gave great benefits to those around 

them. Pharaoh even wanted to bury Jacob in Egypt for the sake of the merit that would 

bring Egypt. In his comment on Genesis 47:31. Ramban writes: il..V1!:l Yl!:ln,\:!J 

n1.::>r?1 an, 11:l.J? 1~1NJ. N".JJn 1:lj?1 \:!J. One of the reasons Pharaoh might 

have known that Jacob had so much n,:rr is that the famine in Egypt ceased when 

Jacob arrived. In his comment on Genesis 47: 18. Ramban quotes lbn Ezra and says: 

Abrahanf s merit may extend as far as the enemies of Israel. In Numbers 21 :34. the 

Eternal tells Moses not to fear Og. the king of Bashan. Why. asks Ram ban. would 

Moses fear Og. when the people had just defeated Jazer. Cheshbon. Chormah. and so 

on? Dn1.JN ?\:!J 1n1:rr 1? 1173.Vn N7J\V N1, i1\V7J n,n 1.J. When the four kings 

sacked Sodom and Gomorra. a fugitive escaped and told Abraham what had happcned.K9 

According to Rashi. this was Og. For no other reason than this. Moses. according to 

Ramban. feared that Og would be able to partake of the merit of Abraham. and therefore 

,, .v11 w n,:ni7 ,J!:ln nwn N11nJ. 

87. Since the commentaries are on the Torah. characters from the Torah would appear 
frequently in any case. 

88. This is also mentioned in Bereishit Rabbah 89: 11. In fact. Ramban doubts this is 
so. for Pharaoh's dream predicted a full seven years of famine. Bereishit Rabbah 
explains that the famine resumed after Jacob's death, while lbn Ezra suggests that 
it continued, but was less severe. Ramban writes that if there were not at least five 
years of famine, the Egyptians would not have been as desperate as they are in 
Genesis 47:15•19. 

89. Genesis 14: 13. 
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In Ramban·s commentary. Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob were not the only ones who 

could produce merit. According to Ram ban in his comment of Genesis 49:31, a 

grandson of Esau fought against the grandsons of Isaac when they went to bury their 

father. 911 Yet none of Jacob·s burial party was hanned. As he writes: inN nn N?\U 

1n.v ,,.viv C'J'DP n1:n1 N1.J.Ji1 n1:,r on, m.vw ~77iJ. N?l nnn,n:i a,:,n. 

Both the merit of Jacob and the merit of Joseph are working in this case. 

Other biblical figures are also credited with ni:>r. Whether or not Lofs n1:>t arose 

because of his connection to Abraham. it was his n1:>r that permitted him to be saved 

when Sodom and Gomorra were destroyed. As Ramban writes in his comment on 

Genesis 19:17: 1n1:,r, I.Jl? nN 71i11'il Nli11.'n Ramban also ascribes merit to Lot in 

his commentary to Genesis 19:3 when he writes: OilJ. l71~!Ji7J. n1:rr l)l?? 'iPil 

Ramban comments on Genesis 6:9 that Noah's sons and household were saved by 

his merit. As he puts it. 1n1:>r.J. ?~li7? o,1N7 ,n,J.l PlJ. Dl. Ramban also notes 

that in Genesis 8: I. the Eternal remembers Noah and the animals in the ark. Why. asks 

Ramban. were the other people in the ark not remembered? 1n1:n·.l ,:, 01 1:,rn N? 

l?l~1J. One might wonder. then. why the animals were mentioned. Ramban anticipates 

90. Based on a story in Josippon. 
91. Ramban goes on to say that the others in Lot's family did not have merit to be 

saved, but that if they overheard the angels and acted appropriately, they would 
have been saved for Lot's sake. He writes: '.,1~il l\V!IJ nN N1il 7iltll ..VY.ll\Vil ,.:n 
This is to explain why the death of Lofs wife is not to be seen as an error in the 
Divine plan. 
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this question. and answers as follows: ,n,n n:nn lN n,~r W!lJ '?.VJJ PN\U 

li:lJ DiNJ. 

In Ramban·s system. both patriarchs and those connected to them have nlJt. This 

raises the question of who else. in Ramban·s system. can acquire merit. We saw. for 

example. in the Talmud that both women and non-Jews can have n1Jt. We see that for 

Ramban. animals do not. One might speculate that his statement li:i., CiN:1 above 

indicates that all people can obtain rllJt. After all. the word D11'< is a very general 

word. usually indicating any human being. In this case. however. one cannot be sure. as 

it is used to contrast with the word •animals.· 

While Ramban barely discusses the acquisition of n1Jr by those who are not 

Jewish. he does mention the nt)t ofwomen.9~ In his comments on Genesis 12: 17. 

Ramban questions why the Torah gives us infonnation that we already know. that is, 

that Sarai is the wife of Avram. To remind us. he says that the wrong done to Sarai is 

also a wrong done to Avram. but also to tell us a,.Vlli1 ,,,y lNJ Di1,Jl!I n,~rJl 

Di1i1 D'?lili1. Both Avram and Sarai have nlJt. 

In his comment on Genesis 16:2. Ramban tells us the reason why. when Sarai told 

Avram to have a child with her maid Hagar. she said iU)'.;lr.l il~,~~ ,'.2H'<. Not because 

92. One might speculate as to whether Noah and Lot, above, qualify as non-Jews who 
have n1:>r. Pharaoh, as we have seen in the comment on Genesis 47: 18. hoped to 
be the beneficiary of Jewish n1:>t, and if the famine ceased when Jacob came to 
Egypt, perhaps he was. For Ramban's most direct discussion of the acquisition of 
merit by non-Jews, see note I 08. 
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she would consider Hagar"s son her own. but l:> 11.J,ll.J D 1J.J, N1i1 i1:>Tl1\LI l11:Jr.9~ 

Sarah is not the only one of the matriarchs described as having merit. In his 

comment on Leviticus 18:25. Ramban explains that Rachel died so that the merit of 

Jacob would not suffer from being married to two sisters in the land of Canaan.94 

However. Rachel died within the land. rather than outside. due to her own merit. As 

Ramban puts it. Y1N? i1~1TIJ. nnn N? nn1::,r:i 1:::,_95 

Another person described by Ramban as having merit is Moses. It is not surprising 

that Rain ban depicts Moses as a man of great merit. Ram ban quotes earlier rabbinic 

literature when he says that it was on the basis of the merit of Moses that the people ate 

manna.% The purpose of the census of males in Numbers Chapter One was to present 

them before Moses and Aaron. A person can acquire merit merely from having Moses 

and Aaron know his name. and by being counted in the census a man could further be 

included in the merit of the community.')7 In fact. according to Ramban"s commentary 

93. This idea is found in Bereishit Rabbah. 
94. nPnN ,nip DY Y1NJ J.IV, NJ lnl:lUl. Although the Torah has not yet been given. 

the patriarchs and matriarchs are assumed to have followed its mitzvot. It seems 
that it was more important to keep the commandments in the land than outside of 
the land. Ramban goes on to explain that it was Rachel who died. because she was 
the second wife. and therefore the forbidden one: 1,0,NJ. nN\!IJi'l nn,n N'ill 
i1lnNn. 

95. These three mentions of the matriarchs Sarah and Rachel are among the very few 
mentions of the nl.Jl' of women in Ramban·s commentary on the Torah. 

96. Ramban's commentary on Deuteronomy 8:3, ,r:m a,,:nN □nnn nivn ni:n.J. 
Possibly based on Ta"anit 9a. 

97. Ramban•s commentary on Numbers 1 :45. \Vlii' 11nN1 □11'<1.Jlil :lN 1l!>? N.Jil 1.J 
□Yi1 110.J N.J 1J •□ ,,n, nl.Jl' ntn 1.Jil ,, n 1n, ,n~J. Dil,JN Yill Nlill 'il 
'l!>? un1w 1!:J'OY.).J nl.Jt □,lJJ Pl ,D1!:JOY.).J D1J.1il nlJl'l ?1'<1\!11 ,l.J .Jn.Jll 
il.Jl\JJ Dl1Y Dil'J.Y 11J1\!11 '.J l7i1Nl il\!IT.l. 
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on Exodus 34:3. it was because of Moses· merit and his prayer that Israel received the 

second set of tablets.9k 

In Ramban·s system. not only individuals produce merit. According to the 

commentary on Leviticus 25: I. the Eternal was able to send Moses n,?\Vi1 ,Ni:> 

i11l1l ?N1\V1 n1Jr .?N1\:!J" "lJ ?N i1W1l nN 1n?l\V?. It is not clear if this is a 

case of all of Israel pooling their individual merit. or merit that they hold as a group. 

Nor is that same question any clearer in Ramban·s commentary on Exodus 32:27. The 

verse in the Torah reads: lY.PW ,Nl\Y, "i17N i7li1' 1r.lN-i7 . .J Di7,- lr.lN-•l 
' •• "P ; • •• ','; T : - T' '." T ~ -

PnN-nN-\!i'N U7i71 i1Jnn:i 1.vw, 111wn ~:nw, n.:tY 1:>v-'.J.v iznn-w,N 
' T •; · ; ' ; '," -: - - - - T - - ' T ; ' ·· : - : - ' 

1:t"li7-nl'.:( \!Ji,:<1, li7.V.l-n,::< W"l":<l,. Ramban connects this to Numbers 16:9. in which 

the Levites are said to be separated out for the service of the Eternal. He suggests that 

the merit the Levites acquired by separating themselves from those who had sinned by 

worshipping the golden calf was rewarded by separating them out for the service of the 

Eternal. 99 Whether it was individual merit or group merit is difficult to say. 

Ram ban docs make a statement about individual and group merit in his comment on 

Deuteronomy 11: 13. Ram ban exan1ines why this verse. the second paragraph of the 

D.:?,\¥!;1.l-?~:+l when Deuteronomy 6:5, the first paragraph of the ynw. has already 

98. "T.JJJ. i7\UY.l7 nr, )N11V1 7J 7UY.J mynn n 1n n1J1\UN7.J 1J ,ill' JJ.J □Y\Ji11 
1n?!ln.J1 1n1.:n:i. 

99. flNtil n1Jt.J 17"T.Jl 1Yl1V71 .'JN11V1 1il7NJ i1"TUYi1 1J. 
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commanded us 11NT;l-,~~n 1\¥!;>~-,~~l 1~~~-,~::;i 1'D1.?~ i"l1Ji', n~ ,tl~iJt(1,. 

The answer he gives is that the former is addressed to the people as a whole. while the 

latter is addressed to the individual. This is apparent from the grammatical structure. 

Rashi points this out as well. basing his comment on rabbinic literature_ wo Rarnban. 

however. goes on to conclude that. since 11: 13 is followed by the miracles that the 

Eternal will do for the people. that miracles are done for the people as a group only. 

And since 6:5 is followed by jJJ\¥) 1\P~ Ylt<D-71'.:< TD1.?~ i1l,.1i', I 1~'~'.-,~ i1,.,D1, 

1~ rll){ .J.jJl!,'I)~ PQ~,.? DD1~~~ 1'.l)·.J~i. Ramban concludes that n1:>r is 

transferred only to the individual. He writes: ... T'r.lrt D,'DJi1 i1Wl/" N? DWi1 '.J 

n,n, U1.YJ. N1n1 n .. n, 1n1:>r:i Nln -Pn,n ?:iN ,ayn :111 niu.vn ,.v p1. 

The responsibility. then. is the individual's. Wherever he may obtain his merit. his life 

and death are dependent upon that merit. 

In his comment on Genesis 33: 18. Ramban speculates as to why Jacob came ··a,wr 

to Shechem. One of the possibilities is that 1i1,,~n Y1Ni1 rt1.Jl'W. The land is also 

shown to have merit in Ramban·s comment on Genesis 16:3. Referring to the desire of 

Sarah and Abraham to have children. Ramban writes: 1l.J" Y1Ni1 r,1:n.J .. ,,N. We 

see from this that not only can people produce merit. the Land of Canaan itself produces 

merit. 

Other, less concrete things than land also produce merit. ln his commentary on 

100. Sifre Eikev, 41. 
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Genesis 46: l. Ram ban says that it was not Jacob· s merit but the merit of the sacrifices 

he performed that enabled him to see the Eternal. Ramban writes: J11jl'J. illi11 

PJ.N pn~, in?N P?N ilN1.l .I11JJ7j?il. We may assume that the merit was not 

acquired by the sacrifice. but was acquired by Jacob by performing the sacrifice. It does 

seem in his comment on Genesis 7: I that Ram ban is saying there is inherent merit in the 

sacrifice itself. He writes: Ul1N .V,Tlil? ~lJ.7j?il ?.V oinn1 niY.lJ iUl.V 1? l'Y.l11 

D?l.Vil a,,p, 1J.J1j? nljfJ.1 ~lJJ.1j? ?N il.V~P\V. 

If there was merit in the sacrifices prior to the destruction to the Temple. then there 

should be merit in that which replaced sacrifice after the destruction. namely prayer. 

This appears to be the case. In his comment on Exodus 13: 16. Ramban writes that the 

reason why we raise our voices in prayer. why synagogues exist. and ,,·hy prayer has 

merit. ciJ.1il ll?!ln n1:n1, is so we will have a place to praise the Eternal. 

In Rarnban·s system. n1:n functions as money. although perhaps more subtly than 

it did in the Talmud. We can see in Ramban's commentary the idea that the merit of the 

ancestors has all been spent. In his commentary on Deuteronomy 32:26. Ramban writes: 

.I11.JN llljl' i1Y.ll1 iln.Y Ulll?lJ.. It may be that Ramban includes this idea not 

because he conceives of n1Jr as being analogous to money. but only because this idea 

has previously appeared in the Talmud. 101 

Ram ban does seem to treat n1Jr as if it were money in his comment on Exodus 

101. See Shabbat 32a. above. 
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33: I. Exodus 32:35 talks of the plague that afflicted the Israelites. and 33: 1, 

il,l.~,l;l~ 1.Vlt~ 1·nN~. Ramban makes a connection between the plague and the 

promise. and writes: n~p i1nr.u Di1 1?.V 7U 1N N1J.i1\V il~l)'li1 llJ.VJ. 1 J 

n.v1J.1Vn on? onv1 w1 antJN n,~r 11:>rn'.:> \)l/TJ on, n~1Iu1 ,anN\Jn 

\VJ.i1 :i,n n:ir Y7N i7J.1\J Y7N ,N QN'IJ.n?. 

The theology behind this statement is that punishment atones for sin. but sin can 

also be negated through nlJl'. It is as if Ramban is saying that a crime may be 

punishable by imprisonment (or in this case a beating) or a fine. or a combination of the 

two. If n1Jr. the fine. was not used up in payment. surely it would make more sense to 

atone for the sin purely through n1Jr. in this case. ntlN n1Jr. Perhaps there was not 

enough n1Jr left in the n1.JN nlJl' account to atone for the sin of the golden calf. or - ~ 

perhaps it was better not to use all of the nnN l11Jl' up. In any case. here it is 

combined with punishment to atone for sin. 

It may be that Ramban believes that we acquire merit from communal prayer. We 

have seen that we can acquire merit by being close to those who have merit. There are 

other ways to acquire merit. According to Ram ban. the performance of mit::vot leads to 

acquisition of merit. In his commentary on Leviticus 16:3. Ramban explains the secret 

of the "nNt:l" with which Aaron may enter the equivalent of the Holy of Holies. He 
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writes: ~a,,w,,, ntJTJ. ... ~l1.J.W n1:n:i .... n,11J n1:n:11 ... ~n,,nn n,:n.J. 

nt:>r.J. ... ~'N1w, n'DJ::> n,:n:i ... ~n,in, n1.:>tJ ...• a,i,:iw n1:n.J ... 

nllJ.1i'i1 nt:>tJ. ... ~l1l1W.VTli1 n1:n:i .... nr.n,nn All of these produce merit 

which allow Israel to remain in contact with the Eternal. 

The clearest statement Ram ban makes regarding the method of obtaining IllJl' is 

found in his comment on Deuteronomy 30:6. He writes: rnw, nn,n i1N,1.J.i111lt1l 

n,n,w 'l"T:J ~1:, i17ll1i111lt ?:Jl .l/W1 lN p,"T~ Ul~1:J l1l\U.V? O"TNi1 "TlJ. 

.V1J. Dn1~1.J \'-/Jl.Vl J.ll)J. Dl11,n.JJ. nl::>1' Dil?_w: In this view of the religious 

system. a person must have free will to choose good or bad. To choose good gives you 

l11Jt. To choose bad gives you the opposite of n1:n·. punishment.103 For Ramban. to do 

mit=vot is to do good. However. there are other ways to do good besides doing mit=vot. 

One example of a way to obtain IllJt without perfonning a mil=vah can be found in 

Ramban's commentary on Genesis 18: 1. In this passage Ramban makes a very 

interesting comment. There is a statement in the midrashic collections that a maid at the 

Sea of Reeds saw what Ezekiel ne\'er saw. w-1 Ram ban tells us why this was so. He 

writes: N?\V i71J D'li1 ?Y nn!l\V i711N1 "li71JN1 ,,N i1t" 111JN\V .D1i1 1 'T1l1.J 

i1\V1JJ.1 'n:i U"Y.lNnw ,11.\n 'DJil ny:i an, rn:n· .N1J.Jil ?Nprn1 nN1 

102. illlni'l 1r.n· here seems to mean the time before the Messiah comes. including, of 
course, the time in which the Torah takes place. 

103. One might think that the opposite of punishment, Wll.V, would be 7JYJ, reward. 
Indeed, we saw above that the two are sometimes very close. As mentioned above, 
to confuse n1Jt with lJW is like confusing money with wealth. 

104. Mechilta Shirah 3. 
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li:l.V. Their merit was great because of their belief in the Eternal and in Moses. His 

servant. Belief in the Eternal and in Moses is good. surely. and deserving. in Ramban·s 

system. of rn:n. Belief in the Eternal is seen as a positive thing in normative Judaism. 

as we can see from Exodus 14:31. Yet would it have been as important had Ramban not 

lived most of his life in a Christian society. a society in which belief in the Eternal was 

the highest good? 

There were other actions which Ramban saw as acquiring merit. although they were 

not mit::vot. One such action was the destruction of Shechem by Simeon and Levi in 

defense of their sister Dina. 105 Another was the action of Pinchas when he killed the 

Israelite and the Midianite woman in Numbers 25:7-8.w6 Both of these were instances of 

zealotry. In the case of Simeon and Levi. Ramban admits that the destruction of 

Shechem would have been considered a sin if not for the fact that it was motivated by 

feelings for their sister. Actions motivated by intense feelings of love for the Eternal or 

one's family. it seems. acquire merit. 

We have seen how merit is acquired in Ramban·s system. Let us also examine what 

one can obtain with the merit one has acquired. We have seen above that the lives of 

Lot and Noah were saved by their merit. We have also seen at least the possibility that 

the Egyptian famine ended because of Jacob"s merit. The people ate manna because of 

10s. Ramban on Genesis 49:5, onNJPl ,:, n1:ir an,,y m,, .ornnN ?Y o:i, an, 
,nr.P? 11N7 Nl.)nn N?l .?11l \UJljJ? D1lN7 PN\U ,m, .ll!JYl!J nn ll!JjJ n1nNn ,.v 
PY.ln Nln 1J. 

106. In Ramban·s commentary on Deuteronomy 18:3 he writes: \)l\Ui1 ?J? n:,1r1 
onY.lY 1n:, nPn, onJ!l? n:,1r 1\UNJ ,onJ!l n1Jtl. 
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Moses· merit and the Sea of Reeds parted because of their own merit. The merit of 

Jacob and Joseph protected the Israelites from harm in war. and the merit of the land of 

Canaan might have brought a child to Sarah and Abraham. 

We also saw how merit of the ancestors partly atoned for the sin of worshipping the 

golden calf. There are other ways in which merit can be used in Ramban·s system. [n 

his commentary on Deuteronomy 11: I 0. Ram ban writes that merit can heal sickness. He 

says: DWi1 li1N!l11 W i1?!Jnl 111.:rt 7'1~ n',1nn. Because of the sick person·s 

merit (and prayer). the Eternal will heal him. 

These individual rewards may be obtained by nlJl'. For Ramban. however. the 

system is more complicated than that. For Ramban. the system by which we perform 

mit::vot and thereby obtain merit is the way we connect with the Eternal. We can see this 

in Ramban·s commentary on Deuteronomy 6:2. He writes: l11~7Ji1 Tll\!/.V 11.J.V.J ,.:, 

117J.V'l □?l.V? i17JiNi1 'IJ!J ,.v ,m.v,, .□ \!/i1 1N1, □'J.J ,, Pi1'W n.:n.n 

n,nJ N'i1W Y1N.J - ,,n, 1l.J'1N1 1.vn,1 .D 17J1i1 ?.J PJ!l? □ J)J\!Jl D.J.V1t 

lfllN l11Jl'?l 7jJ1i~i1? 'i1 y!ln ,.:, .7J1.Jll'? ?.:>i1 i1Ji11 .'i1. We can therefore 

see a cycle of merit here. By perfonning mit~•or. a person merits having children who 

are religious. Thus the pcrson·s descendants will remain on the earth. and thus the 

Eternal is pleased to make you righteous and give you merit. 

The system is yet more complicated. however. We saw above how Ram ban. 

probably because of the influence of Christianity. valued belief in the Eternal very 

highly. Ramban explains in his comments on Exodus 13: 16 why the mit::vot of me=u=ah 
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and tefillin are so important. He writes: ilVJ.j?l inN rnJ. nnrT.l i1Jlj?i1 ':J 

N11J.i1 flY'i'J.1 D?1.Vi1 \Vlin:i i1ili11J:J i1J'J.VJ 111:JflJl ,nn!JJ. 

1"Dn\JJ i1ili1\JJ iJ.?Y.l ,i111l1i1 fllJ!) ,:Jl PT.lNi11 ,i1N1J.JJ. Dll ,,nnl\JJi11 

ilJ:Jl nn1n, l11iJ..V ll11NY.l 1JN1~li1\JJ ,u,~, 1\tlllJ ,y iNY.l ?lil N11J.i1 

lrlW l1N1'1.J D1~!lni1 Di11l11J.N l11:Jt, ?lil. By purchasing a me=u=ah and 

putting it up. a person acknowledges creation. the knowledge and providence of the 

Creator. and also His prophets. By doing so. the purchaser proclaims his belief in the 

various aspects of the Torah. and acknowledges the great kindness of the Creator on 

those who do His will. and who were brought out of slavery into freedom. By doing all 

of this, the purchaser connects in with the merit of the ancestors. who delighted in the 

fear of the name of the Eternal. and thus becomes worthy of honor. 

By doing any mit::vah a person acknowledges that the Creator exists and has 

commanded us to perform this mil::vah. Therefore. for Ram ban. the performance of a 

mit::vah is a statement of belief in the Eternal. To believe in the Eternal. as we saw 

above in Ramban·s comment on Genesis 18: I. is to acquire merit. To acquire merit is to 

be deserving of all of the rewards listed above. 

Yet these rewards are only rewards in this world. They are. to return to Shabbat 

127a. the ntn C?UJ:l 1n1I11l'!l. Where. then. arc the D?UJ? 1? Il1l,,j? l7i'i1 

NJ.il? In his comment on Leviticus 18:4. Ramban shows how .n1:>t has meaning either 

in this world or in the next or both, depending on one·s attitude. He writes: i1\Vl.Vi1 1:J 

D1J.1 tP1l1 i1ti1 D~'1YJ. li1J. n 1n 1 '01!) ?J.j.)? !lJY.l ?Y lY.l\V? N?\V nl~Y.li1 
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nJn ,.v n1~n:i ppo.vnn cn 11:YN cn1N 1:n ... ilJ:»1 0 10:,JJ11w1.v:i 

,~Ji"I? Dlllll.JJ 0 1:,n ~i"IN11Y.l D 1"TJ.1.Vi1 Di"IIV N.Ji1 D?UI? li"IJ. n,:n, 

r,,,:, i1.Ji1NY.l n,~r.i.J Pi'01.Vi11 .,,,n J.1\)J. D\U!JJ1 ~D'YIV1i1 '\)!J\IJY.lY.l 

D\IJ i11)?~ 0111:,r NJi1 o~n.vn nn,1 .D?l.Vi1. Those who perform mit::vot only 

in the hope of obtaining a reward in this life do receive merit. and they are rewarded for 

their merit in this life with long life. wealth. possessions. and honor. 107 Those who 

perform mit:vot in the hope of meriting the World to Come will merit it for the mit::vot 

they have done. Those who perfonn mit::1•01 out of love. without thought of reward, they 

will merit both a good life in this world and the world to come. 

Ramban·s logical system requires nlJ't. Although the similarity between money 

and n1:n is not as pronounced here as it is in some places in the Talmud. we do see that 

a person performs mit::vot to acquire n1:n. and that the n1Jr is then used to ·purchase' 

a reward. 

Another place in which we see how l11Jl' works in Rarnban·s system is his 

commentary on Leviticus 18:29. Ramban notes that there are three different ways in 

which a person may suffer l11J. that is. to be cut off. The Torah either says: J11:)J11J 

Nli"li"I \IJ1Ni1.'°K or 1l!'l~Y.l N1i1i1 W!'lli"I iU11:)J1 ~n,wu,n, n11V!'lli1 109 or it says 

107. Ramban does not mention n1:,r here. but it is implied. 
108. As in Leviticus 19:9. 
109. As in Leviticus 18:29. 
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i1J. i1Jl.V N1i1i1 \V!>Ji1 .n1:>.n .n7:>i1 .1 JO Ram ban explains the difference among 

the three of them. About the first possibility he says: Nli11 □i 1N J?n ?:>1Ni1 ,:, 

PY.P 1.n7:,, ~N 1i1i1 i171J..VJ. 7\V:>Jl P?.V 1.nlN.n i17J.l ?J.N ,np:,r lJ.171 j71i~ 

,:, □ 1J.ll)i1 P\V.Vrl? 11N1i1 1!>:> .nl7J\VJi7 □ ?1.VJ. p',n ,., i11 i11 ?J.N .n7:>i1J. 

NJ.i7 □ 71.V? p?n il.V 1? i71i7"1 ~i1"i7 j?1i~. A person who is mostly righteous, 

and who has a lot of merit. but commits a sin such as eating fat or blood. will be ·cut 

off.· meaning he will die before he reaches a proper I ife span of sixty years. However, 

after death his soul will go to the · World of Souls. ''111 and he will also have a place in 

the World to Come. This is the case of Nli1i1 W"Ni1 !l7:>J11J.. 

As for the case ofl.l!l?YJ N1i1i1 \V!l.li1 i1!l7:>J1. Ramban writes: DY 7\:!JNl 

n11J..VJ.1V n1:,n IVJ1.V ~PnP:>rn pJ.11n Pnu1.v Pn1 N1ili7 11nnn Nl)ni1 

n17J\V.li1 D?l.V. Those who have sins that outweigh their nlJl" are subject to the 

second kind of n1J-. They may live long I ives that are replete with financial and social 

success. but they will not be able to go to the World of Souls. Rather. they will go to 

Gehinom for twelve months. after which they will be destroyed. This does not mean 

110. As in Numbers 15:31. 
111. According to Ramban, after the death of the body. the soul will dwell in the World 

of Souls until the Messiah comes. After that the soul will be reunited with the 
body in the World to Come. 
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that they will not have a share in the World to Come. That is reserved for the third kind 

of l11:J. which occurs irrespective of merit. if a person performs one of the sins for 

which one is denied the World to Come. m 

n1Jt functions here like a savings account. while sin functions like debt. If your 

savings outweigh your debt. you are solvent. If your merit outweighs your sin. you can 

inherit both the World of Souls and the World to Come. even though you will be 

punished for your sin. [fyour sins outweigh your merit. you can inherit the World to 

Come, but not the World of Souls. After a year of punishment. you will cease to exist 

until the coming of the Messiah. 

ln this comment. Ramban writes further that it was not necessary to state in the 

Torah that the soul exists because of the merit of the commandments. lt was only 

necessary to state that sin threatens the existence of the soul. In Ramban·s own words. 

\!Ill.VJ.,:, 1Y.lN1 ,:iN i'lY.lPi' nin, l1l~Y.ln n1:>rJ. ,:, 11.ll? J.ln:>n 11'-'~' N? 

11N1n DPvn 1n n1:u11 NY.ll'n1 ,Nl!1n nn,:i.vn. 

There are three additional interesting points that Ramban makes about l11JT' in his 

commentary. In discussing Noah in his commentary on Genesis 6:9. Ramban makes the 

same point mentioned above in Chapter One. if Noah is to be rewarded. then his 

children must be rewarded as well. Noah·s righteousness may save him. but if his 

children are not also saved. Noah·s reward comes to nothing. Logically, therefore. a 

parent's nlJT' must result in the children being rewarded. l11Jt must be transferable. As 

112. In general, idolatry. 
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Ramban puts it. u,1:11 Pl~ Dl ~WJY1 ~ 11N1 1JJ1 N1 i'1i~ nJ n 1n~ 1nN illi11 

1Y1f n,:,, DN ,,,y \!/JUI i11 i1 ,:, .1n1:,r~ ,~Ji'l? D11N1. 

This is how fllJl' works. There is no practical difference between a case in which a 

person gets something good because her father deserves the reward of seeing his 

daughter getting something good. and a case in which a person gets something good 

because she can use supernatural points that her father has stored up in a heavenly bank. 

In either case. the daughter receives reward because of the merit of her father. Similarly. 

there is no practical difference between a case in which a man gets rewarded because he 

is a descendant of Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob. who deserve the honor of having their 

descendants rewarded. and a case in which a heavenly bank pays out dividends. 

Ramban makes another interesting comment when he discusses Numbers 14: 17. 

When Moses prayed to the Eternal for forgiveness for the sin of refusing to go up into 

the land because of the report of the ten spies. he said: 1t?t1-:111, 0 1.!Jt( 11~ il\!'71, 

0,1µ~1µ-,l:' 0 1.l_~-,1.t .n1Jtc lll!. -rr,,9 np~,, N, n1;1J_1, .vw~i.. ,,~ N~i.l 

D1.V:;)1-7l..11,rn Ramban notes that there is a difference between Moses· words in 14: I 7 

and the original statement by the Eternal in Exodus 34:6-7. In the latter. the Eternal 

says: 'll?D 1~f.l :nr;,tn. 'l1;?1)-:i11, 0 1.~t< 11~ lUIJl, □~n1 ,~ i1lj7 1, I il\!71, 

c,~~-Jl! n1:itc 11.V, 1,p·9 i1p.P, N) il~.lJ, ilt(\JIJl, YW~l.. 11.\! N~il 0 1!)~~~ 

D1Y,~l-7..\:'l, 0 1~~~-?l.:' D')~ ,).~-,l.!1,. One of the differences between these two 

113. Numbers 14: 18. 
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statements is that the former lacks the phrase 0'1!;1~1$~ 11?D 7¥,-J. the very phrase one 

would expect Moses to stress. 

According to Ramban. Moses could not use that phrase because it would ask for 

forgiveness on the basis of n1.J1'< l11:>t. Because the people had refused to go up into 

the land. the inheritance of which was the basis of the promise to those same n1.J1'<. 

they could not be forgiven because of that promise. Therefore. l11.J1'< nlJl' was invalid 

in that case. As Ramban writes. Il1:>rJ. N? 1:> ."O'l!JJN? TDn 1~1J" 1 1Jti7 N?l 

pn~,, Oi71:lN? l1Nti7 i7?'1!J.I1J. 1":Jti7 N?l , .. w:,y i7WY.l ??!Jnl nl:lN 

Oi71 ~i11W1 1 Oi1Y.ll l11J.N? i1JfPJ Y1Ni7\l.' 11:l.VJ. D.\J\)i71 .??:> J.j?l/1?1 

0 11n1:i Pi7 l11J.Ni7 7\!IN Oi7?\V i7JilY.lJ. D1~!ln Pi7 N?l Dl11J.NJ. □'1111:r.l 

1nN nNri7 Y1Ni7 ?.Jl 1Ul 7J. □i7? nY.J\l.'J 1\VN" 1Y.lN1 1N1i71 .iN7J ilJ. 

n i7Jl17JJ. UW!JN 'IN D"1Y.l1N Dill 114 "□:>Y1r?. 

What makes this statement interesting is that Ramban agrees that the root of the 

concept of nlJl' lies in the statement o,!l~~~ ll?D 7~J. The idea oftransferrable 

merit. which Ram ban found in the story of Noah and which he felt was explicitly 

mentioned in Exodus 34:7. really docs go back as far as the Torah. It is only the word 

'"l11:Jt'. itself. and some of the ways in which it could be used. that were added later. 

The third interesting statement of Ramban is found in his commentary on 

Deuteronomy 18:3. We already briefly mentioned this section in which Pinchas obtains 

114. Exodus 32: 13. 
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f11Jl' for killing the Israelite and the Midianite out of his zealotry for the Eternal. 

Deuteronomy 18:3 contains instructions on what portion of the sacrifice the priests 

receive. 11s The interesting point is that Ram ban says that this infonnation was given at 

Sinai. It was given because of the merit Pinchas acquired for his action. which had not 

yet taken place. As Ramban puts it. 7:>7 n:Pn .,-,nyn n1:>ri1 7ll DIV U1J1J 

Di11ll/ lil::> IlPn, 1'nJ!J? il:J'l' 11VN:> .'DnJ!l Ill::>l'l l)J\!Jil. If the Eternal is 

omnipotent and omniscient. then n1:n can go backwards in time as well as forwards. 

Ramban also saw the tension between merit and grace. Our merit might save us. but 

if we do not have enough merit. the Eternal may save us purely because of Divine 

mercy. In his commentary on Genesis 19:16. Ramban writes: N, - ,.,,.v 'i1 n,nn~ 

1n1J, 1:i 1p,rnnw 11lN" 1N .a,:i,n PY.ln1:i1 7Nn .n,1Jnl p1 ~,n,:n:i 

For Ramban. n1Jt is a vital part of the system of reward and punishment. the way 

in which the Divine connects with humanity. and particularly Jews. 11(· As one might 

expect ofa thinker with Ramban's complexity. ni::,r is used in many different ways. 

and gives his system a certain internal consistency. We have seen that merit is obtained 

bv doing eood. which mostlv but not exclusivelv means doing mit:l'ot. In Ramban·s . -- . - -

11s. 1.oi1, n\¥-□~ 11w-a~ nJ~.iJ ,n.:;ir n~r.i a.vo n~r,i a,)t)'::>D \J!J\PP n~,~,. nt;i, 
n~wi:ll; a,.,_1:,~Dl, i1·~D li)D~. 

116. In his commentary on Genesis 15: 14, Ramban states that non-Jews who follow the 
commandments of the Eternal acquire merit. He writes: ~:,r., mNW 1U l?"!IN 
n,~n 1:11.J n:n n":ipn ,'ti ,n,u nw.v, nr 01p1 .1J1 7:,J an, .v,,, n1n1Nn ... 
Thus the Egyptians were not punished for enslaving the Israelites, but for going 
beyond enslavement by killing and oppressing them. 
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system. merit has value both in this world and after death. Merit can be used up, and it 

transfers from one person to another. 

Without rn::n. Rambarfs system would not work. The concept of transference of 

merit. which we saw making a faint appearance in the Tanakh. became so integral to 

Judaism in the Tannaitic and Amoritic periods that by the thirteenth century, we would 

not expect to see a Jewish theological system without it. Such. at least in the case of 

Rabbi Moses ben Nachman Gerondi. has proven to be the case. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusions 

As we have seen. the concept of transference of merit existed in the Torah but was 

denied in the later books of the Tanakh. The root il.J.1' was not yet associated with 

merit. By the year 200 C.E .• about the time the Mishnah was redacted. the idea of 

transference of merit had returned to Judaism. The root i1.J.t had come to be identified 

with merit. It also had a number of related meanings. 

By the time the Talmud was completed. ni:>t and the transference of merit were 

inextricably linked with the Jewish view of man·s connection to the Divine. Perhaps 

beginning earlier. in the mishnaic period. n1:n had come to be treated as if it were 

money. It could be saved. spent. divided. inherited. and given away. Some six hundred 

years later. in the works of the Ramban. these aspects of nlJl' were still current. 

Today. more than seven hundred years after the death of Ramban. does any hint of 

this concept remain? Michael Berg of the Kabbalah Center tells a parable of a man who 

falls asleep and dreams of his judgement. A giant scale is set up. and ·Dark Angels.' 

representing his sins. climb into one of the two pans of the scale. ·Light Angels.· 

representing each of his merits. then climb into the other pan. Interestingly. in this 

parable ·Gray Angels.· representing pain and suffering. then pull some of the Dark 

Angels from the pan of sins. 117 

Were this parable internally consistent. there would be another kind of •angel,' 

117. Berg, pp. 105·108. 
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representing the rewards the man had already received in this life. who removed the 

'Light Angels· from the pan of merit. We can recognize this theory, despite the 'New 

Age.' feel-good mask. as the concept of the balancing out of merit and sins we saw in 

Ramban·s commentary on Leviticus 18:29. The system functions like a bank account. If 

you have more credits than debts. you will inherit what Rarnban called ·The World of 

Souls:· 

Berg makes the claim that we will be reborn over and over until we achieve 

'spiritual perfection.· Although he is not the only Jew to profe~s this conviction. it is far 

from being a mainstream belief. Berg suggests that we can use the merit of our future 

perfect self, our· t::addik. sel[ He writes ··we can draw on the spiritual power of this 

future self in order to bend the perceived laws of reality. in the same way that we might 

borrow money from a bank to buy a house:· 1111 

Berg·s ideas are often so far from the mainstream of Judaism that we may, with 

some justification, question whether his ·Kabbalah Center" has any connection with 

Judaism at all. Yet this idea of using merit for actions which have not yet taken place is 

not different from Ramban·s idea. expressed in his commentary on Deuteronomy 18:3. 

In Ramban·s commentary. the descendants of Aaron become priests. to receive part of 

the sacrifices forever. They acquire this reward on Sinai as a result of the merit of 

Pinchas. despite the fact that Pinchas would not perfonn the meritorious action until 

some time after the reward was given. 

There are also many examples in rabbinic I iterature of the Divine acting for the 

118. Ibid., p. 192. 
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merit of children not yet born. As Urbach writes, ·'From the concept that on account of 

future happenings previous generations were vouchsafed Divine grace. some Amoraim 

drew the conclusion that the righteous of later generations are also able to help their 

ancestors by their merit. They transfered the merit of the sires into that of the scions, 

and they said that the Israelites went forth from Egypt because of the merit of the 

generation of Isaiah or on account of Hananiah. Mishael. and Azariah.''119 

Michael Berg"s ideas may be distant from nonnative Jewish thought. but there is a 

practice followed by all four major streams of Judaism that could not exist without the 

notion of the transference of merit. I refer to the practice of •giving an aliyah" to one 

person when a different person reads from the sefer Torah. A person who reads from 

the Torah scroll acquires merit for doing so. In mainstream Judaism. a second person is 

invited up to the Torah to recite a blessing over the reading. The person who recites the 

blessing is the one who receives the merit for the reading of the Torah. 

I have heard this concept explained very seriously in Orthodox synagogues as a way 

to transfer merit to a person who is unable to read Torah. and with greater or lesser 

stress on the metaphoric nature of the concept in Conservative synagogues. I have heard 

the same explanation given in Refonn synagogues. although perhaps a bit 

apologetically. or tongue in cheek. Any synagogue that does not hold with 

supernaturalism would have a difficult time explaining how this merit is stored. 

transfered, or redeemed. Yet the practice continues. and there is no other systematic 

explanation for why it does. 

119. Urbach, p. 499. 
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The concept of n1Jl' also appears in Jewish prayer. According to Marc Brenler, the 

appearance in the Amidah of the phrase ~U'.f.llJ~ ,D?Nl.. u,n,~ ",."1 nl;)tc 7n~ 

J.'i'l!,". "D?Nl ~i',:l~P. ,n,~ .DiJl~t< ,D;~ ··reflects a rabbinic theological doctrine 

known as ·merits of the ancestors·(= ·khut avot). according to which the righteous 

actions of the patriarchs continue on to benefit their descendants.'' 120 

There is no research available on how widespread the belief in merit may be among 

the Jewish laity. Anecdotally. I may mention here that the mother of the author of this 

essay received a letter from his great-uncle upon his acceptance into Hebrew Union 

College·s Rabbinic program. Without a doubt. the great-uncle stated. the author's 

entrance into the seminary was a reward for the merit of his grandfather. ~•·r. 

As mentioned in the introduction. any system that hopes to encourage people to act 

a certain way must establish a system of reward and/or punishment. From the beginning 

of Judaism. certain ritual and ethical behaviors have been encouraged. The original 

rewards promised were physical: rain in its season. crops. a long life. and so on. By the 

end of the Biblical era. as we see in books such as Job and Ecclesiastes. doubt was 

being cast upon the integrity of this system. For this reason. the concept of reward had 

shifted by the end of the Second Temple period to reward given after death. 

This was a partial solution to the problem of theodicy. the suffering of the innocent 

in a system which presumes the existence of a Divine being who is both all powerful 

and all good. As Saadia Gaon said, the suffering of the righteous in this world 

120. My People's Prayer Book, Vol 11, p. 60. 
73 



compensates for their minor sins. so their reward can be perfect in the next world.121 To 

say this in another way •. ·•God pays off evil men for their petty virtues with trifling this­

worldly rewards:· 12= Another solution was punishment for secret or unintentional sin. 

As mentioned above. the suffering of the purely innocent. such as a baby. casts doubt on 

the viability of this solution. Another possibility is the transference of punishment from 

one·s ancestors. As Harold Schulweis writes. ··we may explain the punishment of the 

righteous as evidence of the wickedness of his father:· The converse of this statement. 

of course. must also be true. Schulweis goes on to say ·•1 nversely. if an evil man 

prosper, it may be the merit he inherits from his parents· good deeds:· 12·1 

The system of rllJl' as it became established was very useful in dealing with 

questions oftheodicy. It is possible for the system of reward and punishment in the 

afterlife to exist without n1:n. Nevertheless. such a system would be difficult to 

understand and accept. The system as it exists with ni:n. in which each good action has 

a positive value and each bad action has a negative value. is easy to comprehend. The 

system of reward and punishment becomes like a bank account. The rabbis can easily 

explain how each person should behave. They say 1~1N:> U)~.Y nN ilN11 DiN Nil1 

121. Saadia Gaon, pp. 210-212. 
122. Harold Schulweis in Millgram, p. 207 
123. Ibid. 
124. Tosefta Kiddushin. 1: 13 

74 



In this system. a person need not despair if he or she commits a sin. It can be 

balanced out by a merit. On the other hand. since we never know our balance. it is 

important that we treat each opportunity for good or bad as vital. 

One possible danger of the nl:Jl' system is that people might depend on the merit of 

their ancestors. without attempting to acquire merit on their own. m In fact this never 

became a problem. Even in Christianity. in which the concept of grace figures so 

strongly, there never appeared large numbers of people who felt that they could behave 

however they pleased. thinking that Divine grace would save them anyway. Similarly, 

pious Jews doubted the value of their own merit while performing mil::vot to the best of 

their ability. As Solomon Schechter wrote. ·i. .. [T]here can be no doubt that the Zachuth 

of the fathers in no way served to silence the conscience of the individual, relieving him 

from responsibility for his actions:•iu, 

The idea that merit is transferrable also helps to deal with problems of theodicy, as 

Schulweis mentioned above. A righteous person who is suffering may have inherited a 

negative balance from his parents. and is still paying it off. A sinful person may have 

inherited n1:rr from his fathers. and is thus enjoying rewards in this life. Yet as we saw 

in the third chapter. the concept does not solve all problems of theodicy. In Moed Katan 

28a we saw that Rava was confused by a comparison between Rabba and Rabbi Chisda. 

One received what are usually thought of as the rewards for merit in this life, while the 

other received none of them. How could their ni:>r accounts be so different? 

125. Marmorstein 1 p. 94. 
126. Schechter, p. 183. 
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In fact. the concept of transference of merit solves problems of theodicy only when 

the people in question are I ike most of us. neither tremendously good nor terribly bad. 

When the highly meritorious are punished. or the truly evil are rewarded, doubts are 

cast upon the integrity of the system. 1~7 The system also seems flawed when the rewards 

or punishments are extreme. We cannot imagine sins so vast that they would account for 

the suffering seen in the Holocaust. Nor could Rava imagine that Rabba·s ancestors had 

been so evil that their sins would have cancelled Rabba·s great merit. Conversely. 

where would someone I ike Pol Pot get the merit to die of natural causes in his 

seventies? 

Despite this flaw. the ni:>t system works fairly well. A larger question arises, 

however, when we ask ourselves ifwe want this kind of system at all. Do we really feel 

that our own merits, even with the help of the merits of our ancestors, are enough to 

enable us to acquire the World to Come? The sages have given different answers. There 

is an element in Judaism that leans towards grace as a more complete explanation of the 

relationship between the Eternal and Israel than the merit system. Even those who come 

down on the side of merit may ask themselves what special merit the patriarchs had. 

that they were chosen to have a special relationship with the Divine. The rabbis have 

said that the Torah was given because of the merit of the patriarchs. the merit of Moses. 

the merit of circumcision. and so on. Yet how did the patriarchs. Moses. and even the 

mil=vot come to be ways of accruing merit? 

127. Marmorstein mentions the idea that the completely righteous may die for the sins 
of the community. This idea appears mostly in the midrashic literature. 
Mamorstein, p. 82. 
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The only possible answer is that the merit system itself is an example of Divine 

grace. The Eternal did not make contact with the patriarchs for His own benefit. The 

three who visited Abraham at the terebinths of Mamre. the covenant of circumcision. 

the giving of the Torah itself- all of these were only excuses for the Eternal to give 

Israel merit. For those of us who exist after the age of miracles. we can acquire merit by 

performing mit=vot. None of the mit~•ot we perform add anything to the Eternal. We do 

them only so that we may acquire merit. 1 ~11 

Paul defined Christianity as a form of Judaism in which the Torah was fulfilled by 

the risen messiah. Therefore. in Christianity. the perfonnance of mil=vot became 

unnecessary. For the rabbis to then define Judaism as the religion of the Tanakh that 

held that the messiah had not yet come. was then to reject the notion that mit=vot were 

no longer necessary. 

Therefore Judaism could never take the same approach to grace as Christianity. By 

definition, obtaining merit by performing mit::vot must be pw1 of Judaism. To borrow 

Christian tenninology, works must always take precedence over faith in Judaism. 

Yet as we have seen in Ramban·s commentaries. the purpose of works is to 

demonstrate our faith. And the mit::vot system. our system of works. which is purely for 

the purpose of the accrual of merit. is an example of Divine grace. So both are 

ultimately necessary. The question is only whether faith leads to works. as in 

Christianity, or works lead to faith, as in Judaism. Do we receive grace despite our lack 

of merit, or are we able to obtain merit because of grace? Judaism insists on the latter. 

128. Stewart, p. 128. 
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Without the mit::vot system. and by association. the system of nlJt. Judaism would not 

be Judaism. 
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