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Thesis Summary Thomas A. Gardner

This thesis, entitled M1 and the Transference of Merit, consists of five chapters plus an
introduction. The purpose of this thesis is to examine the concept of Mt and other words based
on the root N.D.T, especially when they pertain to merit. | have attempted to follow both the word
MmOt 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 MOt in
works as late as those of Ramban. In addition, | draw attention to the fact that Mi2r came to be
understood more and more as spiritual currency, even as money became a more important
element in Jewish society.

In the introduction, [ explain in simple terms the case for reward and punishment, and
explain that M2r came to be a part of this system. I also give a brief introduction to the other
chapters, explaining what | plan to show in each one.

In the first chapter, | begin by examining the root N.2.1 as it appears in the Tanakh. [ look at
all of the different uses of this root, not all of which mean ‘merit.” [ used both a regular
concordance and a computer search of ...21 in the Torah, Job, and Proverbs to accomplish this. [
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, | examine the root N.J.7T as it appears in the Mishnah. Again, using
both a concordance and a computer search of ...0t, [ was able to locate almost all of the
appearances of this root. Many of them had meanings other than ‘merit,” and [ tried to find
connections among the various meanings. 1 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, | examined MOt only where it meant merit in the Talmud. [ used a
concordance and a computer search again. Because of the limitations of the search function on
the Bar Ilan Responsa Project, [ searched separately for ,NMJr . MIr> MOt NIt ,NdT ,mor
MO, 10PY ,NOPY DO, NOTY NI NN RO AT KO, and 10T,

I picked exampies in this chapter that would show the Talmudic concept of M2r. 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 MOJr as similar to money began to take form.

In the fourth chapter, | examine how this concept appears in the Torah commentary of
Ramban. | searched the Bar Ilan Responsa Project, and also looked at his commients on verses of
the Torah that seemed likely to elicit statements about transference of merit. [ asked the same
questions about MOr here as | had in the previous chapter, and |1 found that Ramban’s view of
mor was slightly more complicated than the views | found in the Talmud. Ramban has a
complex and internally consistent theology, and IOt is an integral part of it.

In the last chapter, I look at a few cases of TOr as it appears today. Then I take up the
theological implications of M2t | 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.™ 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 pleases the Divine is by following the mirzvor. the commandments of the
Torah. After the destruction of the Second Temple in the year 70 C.E.. the mitzvah
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.




of reward. This is the system of M2JT. 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:
1) 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.”?

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. | 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 M.J.T had
a different meaning in the Tanakh . In the first chapter. this paper examines what N.J.T
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 M 2T as it developed later. Hopefully. by

examining the root MN.J.1. we will understand why M2T 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 NJT as it came to be.

2. Bimbaum. pp. 191-2,




The second chapter turns to both the root N.2.T and the concept of merit as they can
be found in the Mishnah. M2t 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 scems to mean a
combination of *merit’ and other things. The important concept of MJX MJT. 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. | 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. | will speculate on the relationship between societal changes and
changes in the concept of MIT. 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

MDr. Specifically. MOT in this period takes on many of the characteristics of money. |
will show how IMJT 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 TNIT as a spiritual currency. M2T comes to function as

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

In an attempt to see if the concept of MIDT endured. [ decided to examine the works

of one of the Rishonim and see if merit was a part of his understanding of Judaism. |




chose the Ramban. Rabbi Moses b. Nachman Gerondi. the thirteenth century rabbi.
kabbalist and commentator. | chose him specifically because. unlike some of the
Rishonim and Achronim. Ramban was open to supernatural and mystical answers to
religious questions. | 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 | 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. | will attempt to show that the M 2T system has become part of the
framework in which Judaism is seen. even elements of Judaism. such as the Torah. that
do not mention N1JT specifically. In this chapter. | 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 M7 functions like
money in Ramban’s system.

[n the fifth chapter. | will look at the implications of the system of M2At. 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 svstem 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 N12T in other texts. The midrash collections in particular have a

great many statements about MIT. and no doubt midrashic explanations of Jewish texts
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had a great deal to do with M 2T 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 11.2.T. The word NWYN often indicates deeds of merit. with the
assumption of merit stored up.® The words MPT¥2 12W1A. and 2221 have all been
used to indicate merit.’ 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 bevond the scope of this essay. except as they are touched upon in
Chapters One and Five.

As | hope this introduction has shown. this essay will take a somewhat idiosyncratic
look at the concept of MIT. For a more in depth look at 1127 in early Rabbinic
Judaism. I can highly recommend Chapter 12. “The Zachuth of the Fathers. Imputed
Righteousness and Imputed Sin.” in Solomon Schechter’s dspects of Rabbinic

Theology.

3. Marmorstein. pp. 10-11.
4, Ibid..p. I1.




Chapter One: The Tanakh

The title of this essay is “NJT 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 M2t 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 examine MJT. as it is found in its various forms. and then
examine the concept of the transference of merit. Hopefully. an examination of the word
MOt and its root N.2.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 *1.2.T appears in the Tanakh twenty times. in forms such as N2t 7
NI, and 12T, °NIT .12, NITN. 12N NI2TNN. The meaning in the Tanakh is
‘pure.” or “clear.” The Torah itself uses the word only in a concrete. physical sense.
Characteristic examples include PN 7t DT W, which is translated in the JPS as
“¢clear oil of beaten olives.” or 12T MJ2Y. for which JPS has “pure frankincense.™

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

According to some scholars. the root may actually be 3.1, or perhaps 2.0.%
The word N*210T, meaning glass. is also connected.
Exodus 27:20. Leviticus 24:2

Exodus 30:34. Leviticus 24:7 Or. as the Septuagint has for Exodus 30:34,
“transparent frankincense.”

00 N Oy W
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the abstract sense. In the JPS. we see it translated into such words as ‘right.” "pure.”*
‘blameless.™" "cleansed.”"” “clean.”"* ~guiltless.”" "cleared of guilt.”"* "innocent.™'® and
-acquitted.”"” None of these words are far apart in meaning. In many cases. the translator
could have used the word “pure.” in place of "blameless.” “clean.” and so on. N.2.T is
used in parallel with such words as PTX." also 12."" and 11.* By the Tanaitic period
.2.1 will have come to mean “cleared of guilt.” "innocent.” and "acquitted” ina

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

meaning.
Nor has 1.2.T vet 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 PTX.

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 15:14.25:4. Psalms 51:6.
19. Job 11:4.

20. Job 8:6. Proverbs 21:8.




not appear in the Tanakh. What does appear 1s 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 mighiy nation.*!

In Genesis 26:4. the Eternal makes a promise to Isaac. M2'22 NN 1IN X,
T'N2121 1DIX JTAR-I KPR-OX AN DNIAX TIIN DIN AR NIND
AY ON1AX MAYA WWI-NIX AT Even the second patriarch is only made a

participant in the covenant D1)2X 112Y2. 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

numerous AN ONIAXY Myaw) TWN NYAYN-NX "NNPDN. because doing so
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: TWX T2V 2N PRXY DRAXY 1ot
YIXT-21 DY 230133 DIYN-NN NATN DNIX 12N 13 DN DY)

D2V2 1900 DIYITY 1NN YRINAK 1K NN, The Eternal must keep His promise

21. As we see in Genests 15:2.
22. 1bid..26:3




to the ancestors by rewarding the descendants with land.

The promises made to Abraham. [saac. 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 areward 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.
J722-NN K1 XD The Eternal says DY3X JIN NIM, DN DX My | M
TP NP NY PN MRV VY NY KW DX TPN 1Y) NN Ton-11
DWAI-90 DWHY-5Y D17 3-YW OISy Mar Y |

The statement D*9IX2 TP 1N is particularly fascinating. The IPS translates this

as “extending kindness to the thousandth generation.” D*92X? 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.
10




troops. Most commentators take their lead from Rashi. who writes “*JW :D*3OK?
MMT D*a9X" Rashi may have taken his lead from Onkelos. who translates this as
MMT AR5 12w W

If we view these words as a parallel to D3] *}2-91 DM2-D5Y MIAX 1Y | TPS
D'WA-oY1 DWHW-2Y then it makes sense that this refers to TOM. kindness or
mercy, shown to the descendants of a person who did the opposite of NV. some
righteous act. In fact. the root 1.X.J. according to the BDB. 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 NX ZWyn¥n apy | M
MIT-NX 72 TROX M W1 DOK DMWY DR DX D0wnD

PNIX2 VAW WX TOND-NKXI; “The result of keeping these laws is that the
Eternal will keep the covenant and the kindness which He swore to vour ancestors.” The
implication is that if vou do not keep the laws. the Eternal will not show vou 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

11




as fulfillment of the promises made to their ancestors. AN 7232 WY1 JNPTYI XD
190 DY N PAYN M NYXD DMAD | NYYII 12 DYIR-NK NYI2 K3
PDY? DR1IX? TNIANT M, YAV WK 13T0-NX 0P 1w

DN NWD YIXD-NK 721N IOX M, INRTEA XD 1) QYT 2Py

NON Y IY-NYP-DY 2 MY While 7:12 implies that Israelites without merit will
receive no reward. 9:3-6 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 2*TX or NPYTX. 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. 9:3-6 reminds the [sraelites 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. | 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.

12




Biblical verses are in conflict. [ 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 D92NX2 TON X1 became
extremely useful,

We can see that the concept of receiving a reward because of the merit of one’s
ancestors appears in the Torah. Still. 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,
WRYN WK N2130-NK 112291 172 DPD D970 1% XY
NO-DK N29PM DD DINX MXN 2N IWX DINONX M MXN-IX
DINX M¥N X WK TITD-1N DRID DIDON M MYN-5X WNwn
DAYT-KXY MWK DINX DNOX 0K N2Y2 DN 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 was based on grace. TRTA NDDIANN ININL 12V 12YNL
2IMLPRN NTYD NRY2 13371 M0 PATR 712 10K,0 TRT 12 0K,
T2YNL MW DY AN DNY 11V 12) DYTY DNTY 1 TYa ”N.'.llj‘l_"?’p,nl_

72 VIYNL MY NRIX, T2 2212 YN, DT Y TRY NI 1NN, Y

13




WAL M TR ONI TOR N33 KXY

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, 2
1907 NI MPTI-IWN MY WK TMK PRUN] MUY M IR K N2
D21V N2 72 "MBPDL TRV M2 TN NMII-NNX IX NN (N2 Even

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
in Israel. NN AN NI NRTR-5Y M0 OYRD-NX DWYN DRX D2-Nn0
NPOPR 0120 3w 102 19K

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. NWY OT 1aW Y1812 T/,
22X DMNN-oN D) 2 NPY XY NINX-II-NX NI NIXN TNXNA NN
DYN1930-2K1, 21 XY 52N 512 MYTA NN NN Y (NALINY) NYR-NINY
NX N RY MLNPY N2 N1 TWA3 Ny NAVIR Py Ry

0712 PRT DR MR NRY NYXD NMAinn-53:%*

25. Ezekiel 18:2
26. Ibid., 18:10-13
14




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. 1377 T N D'AN NPTY 7NN XD NPTV
YY1 DTN MN3 27227 D'TA2 M2 DOXN DY NPTY (VY] 99 Nywn
DTN DX NOMM MPN TaINN:

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.™

There is in Proverbs a single exception to this view of the world. 14:26 has NX'2

NPNN NN 1A% TY-NLANR NN This may be translated as “Fear of the Lord is

27. Proverbs 13:22b.




a stronghold/ A refuge for a man's children.™ 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. NDNN. 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 tdea 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. If there 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.™ The author of Job does not go

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

28. As perthe JPS.
29. Job 42:7-8.
16




seems as if there 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 DY N NPY MM, 1Hy M
T1an mp

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

and punishment. states DY¥9-T'2 DNYYNI9ARVN 1°)2-0N: The death of Job's
children is acceptable if they have sinned against the Eternal. Although Bildad believes
that Job has sinned.” there is no suggestion that Jobs 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

TPTY N DY THY 1Y NRY-—D NRN W J1—DK: The word Tt here is. of

course. used to mean “pure.” or “upright.” in parallel with M. Still. the meaning

“meritorious’ is not far from the surface.

30. Ibid., 1:21b.
31. Ibid.. chapter 18.




Chapter Two: The Mishnah

By the time the Mishnah was redacted. the idea of transference of merit had
returned to the mainstream of normative Jewish belief.™* By this time. the idea of merit
had become associated with the root N.J.T. 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 3"'N. See. for example. M Bekhorot

4:4, which begins 1T Y10 1’8 %Y UNYN M2A0 NX IR NNANR 1KY M

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. vour 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 praver states ~O Jerusalem.
the holy city. he afflicted yvou for the deeds of your hands. but will again have
mercy on the children of the righteous.” (NRSV) 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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DX KNRL R0 NX 2 2200 DX NAT.T0 DXT INan 0y Ay
1NN DYYN WY NYYY NN XNLD DX 10101 MNP0, Here to judge someone
as NIT is as much the opposite of 2N as XNV i1s the opposite of NNV,

Another meaning of M7 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 N2t came to mean "acquire.” yvet in M
Nedarim 3:5 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 held jointly by all the
townspeople. If he 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. NTTIN? 227 .XW32 P20 ANMOM,
AMDY X'W32 2N 12 1R .L1TNZ 2MD TN X'W12 2D TNN 1NN
Moty I K N'Wi2 amany .orTnL.~

The word MDT here means "acquire.” but in a specific legal way. The acquisition
here 1s of title only. not acquisition of the object itself. which in fact the original owner

will keep. N2IT 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." The meaning of the word N2t 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.

12T also has the meaning of acquiring the right to perform 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 perform an action. and there is no question of

transference of property. One case of this kind of acquisition can be found in M Gittin
8:8. This mishnah states YJ¥ ¥ 1Mt TIND NWNID 1N 1IN 92 XY, In the case
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 ger. 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 1:4. for example. the mishnah begins XiT1 .DATN NX D1NY NAY N

DN, This could be variously translated as “Whoever had vwon 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 N2t 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 1:3, 1:4, 8:4, et passim.
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merited the right 1o clear [the ashes] from the altar would clear [them].™

“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 1:2 the mishnah may be clearer. This mishnah is aiso about

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

altar. When the person in charge comes. N2T¥ M) N, AD97.* The Neusner

translation has “They cast lots. Whoever won. won.” This translation would have been
more appropriate had the mishnah read N2T N2TY "M 1DAN.

The Neusner translation is not the only possible interpretation. Philip Blackman has
“They cast lots. and he that succeeded obtained the privilege.”™ " 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. 4:1. 4:2,
4:3,5:4,5:5,6:1. and 6:3.
36. The same terminology appears in 3:1 and 5:2.
37. Blackman translates 3:1 and 3:2 the same way.
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perform a meritorious deed does so because of his merit.

Whether or not this is so. we see at least that 12T here functions in a positive way.

More than the opposite of 21. 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 determinable in this case.

Other uses of NJT in the Mishnah clearly indicate merit. In a discussion of wealth
and poverty. Rabbi Meir in M Kiddushin 4:14 says N21 DAND 17 NMY KO
IMOT Y 520 NON MINAND. 10 MWY There is nothing upon which poverty or
wealth could be based here but merit. or lack thereof. Although most uses of N2T in M
Sanhedrin indicate “not guilty.” in 1:4. referring to court cases involving dangerous
animals, we have N121..11702 DTPD 22 ,AMINX IrYIN 227 This could mean
whoever Kills them first is meritorious. or whoever kills them first acquires merit.

Another example can be found in M Sotah 1:9. 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 1'AX NIX NAPY NI 901, Because Joseph had merit. he was awarded the

opportunity to bury his father. Here “13p% N2I1" is used as a compound verb. “to

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

verb. D1 NNXY] NIT. NWN Here we see that Moses. who of course was not able to

38. As we see in M Sotah 1:7.12 1"TTn M2 ., THN DTXY NTNA. 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.™
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 N2IT 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. N71N NN M2t N2 WY DN

WOW NIM NMOr v DY Y NIR MO Y NNX NIY NN MOr Ao
DWY. 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 2T 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 between 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 120 N2J7, DX
127 T2232 12270 1IN, KINY 90 .DPR Y33 AXD NX OTP .20 199, This

statement. 2771 Y192 120 N2, could possibly mean “the son acquires [teachings)
before the rabbi.” but also could mean “the son acquires merit before the rabbi.™* |
believe that this is a transitional phrase. a blurring of the two meanings of NJT. to

acquire. and to have merit.

In M Makkot 3:16 we also see an unambiguous use of TIT to mean merit. 27
1370 729 Yx1r NN MDY XN P LATRD NY MK XWRY 12 KON

MXM NIR BNY. 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 12T in Pirkei Avot as well. In 1:6 Rabbi Joshua b.

Perahiah states: MOT 72% DIXD 22 NX YT MN.*" This is certainly connected to the

idea of IMIT as innocent. on the other side of the scales of justice from 2 N. 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.*” This seems to be another transitional phrase. connecting the two

40. As, indeed, Neusner 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.” Neusner has “...give everyone the benefit of the doubt.”
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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 11121 *T'2 1N2IPM XUND N INPDIN.
indicating that MOt here is the opposite of XUT.** Another place in which M2 is used
in this way is M Avot 5:18. This mishnah begins NUT 1*X .D277) NX 1121N0D 2
NAYR MPY2 17212800 PN D270 NX XWDNND YN 37 DY X3, Just as
above. NIt is used in parallel with and as the opposite of RUN.* The opposite of sin is
a good deed. a meritorious deed. N2TN here is to cause merit to arise. to create or
acquire merit. The mishnah goes on to say D210 N12T .00 DX NN NL NN
12100,

This is an unambiguous use of NIT to indicate merit that can be obtained by one
person and used by another. The reward for a person’s good deeds will be enjoved 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. [t 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 TIWNN NwY XN, gives “The opposite of XUN™ as his first
definition of 12T,
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There is no way of knowing 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 B.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.™

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 14:1 for one of several instances in which the entire community is
seen as lacking merit.

46. Marmorstein, pp. 42-43. 49. et passim. Marmorstein also suggests that the rabbis
may have been influenced by Persian theology. specifically the concept of a
‘storchouse of good deeds.” [bid. pp. 20-21.
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In Avot 2:2 we see the phrase AN N1, the merit of the fathers, for the first time.

This is the best known type of transference of merit. MANX MIT 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. [saac. and Jacob. In 2:2 the idea is already fully developed.

TY2 DR DRRTYN INYIDN DMAX MW, 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. MaX NDT. 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 3:135 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. 12 N21°W but he goes on to say. NNTN PINTA
MNTN 92 PO TY PN,

So a person can receive merit. not only from Abraham. [saac. 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 Avot
5:18 above. Moses was able to give merit to his own generation. to the entire
community around him. Few of us are 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 12T,

are available for others.

The root N2T. 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. If 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 12T, 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 bevond the scope of this paper to
discuss the appearance of the root 12T 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 which the root has the meaning of "merit.”

One such instance occurs in Berachot 6b. This tractate discusses the proper way to
pray. Rabbi Chelbo 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. MMNNY N7 MY 12 YYAN? 111 0K,

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

12T is mentioned in context of a reward. While N2JT 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 "N Torah, or the
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right to clean the ashes from the altar. one cannot “N2T" something negative.

If 7121 in Berachot 6b means some combination of “merit” 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 M2T 922 171°2N TN 1" N. echoing 1:6
of Pirkei Avot. In Pirkei Avot. it was not clear to what extent the term NIJT was

intended to mean “acquit.” The Talmud continues. NIt 1M 1°JT. 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,*” and then studied with his students. He
said, ‘When | 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 | shut [the door], what did you think of me?’
They said ‘Perhaps there were affairs of state between him and
between her.’ ‘When | went down and bathed, what did you think of

47. As if he 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."®

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 MANX NMIT. 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
candidacy. TNAX DT MY TOT MY WY KNDTRPY 1Y Nmpu.
According to some stories. Rabbi Akiva is descended from converts to Judaism. It is not
clear at this point if Akiva lacks N1AX MO 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 AN MIT T2 MNT XYY "Wy NN If Eliezar's MaN Mor

48. MO DINN T DIPNAN MO "NNITY DWD DNNL.
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comes from Ezra. ten generations back, then Akiva’s lack of MJX N12T 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 NN NIt 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.*

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: 1’207 1N¥ 1T XD D' TYY DRMIWN

MMTN D2 NP TV DN A0 DAY 1O KON, “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 N7 in the Mishnah and

the Talmud, it is clear that the latter has a more complex view. Not only has 2T take

49. As per the Soncino translation. Akiva's lack of MaN MoOr leaves him open to
such curses.
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on a value of its own. but it is a much more flexible concept. MIT 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 wayvs. both for themselves and others. A clue

to the reason for the change in meaning can be found in Kiddushin 40a.
Shabbat 127a states: 17PT NN D2W2 1M YK DTX DT WY
1N DN K20 O9Y21Y NNRP: One of the things that provides both fruit in this

world and lasting capital in the world to come is to 2T 922 172N NX }TN. 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 accompanyving aggadot in Shabbat 127b as mentioned above.
However. Kiddushin 40a interprets this statement differently. This folio states TN2TN
mMand> v p nowo,

The meaning of this statement is critical to the understanding of what the word
IMOT came to mean. Here M7 itself has both capital and 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.*

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

50. We know that M2t 1s used to “purchase’ entry in to the World to Come through
association. In some cases. such as in Rosh Hashanah 4a. which reads ¥2© 1mINN
N2N DNWN MNY N2 NOIRY 2w . . 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 carlier the idea of an afterlife had become

central to Pharisaic thought, as we can see 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.* Yet by the
time the Talmud appears. a different guiding metaphor seems to be in place. Rather than
a judge 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.”> Although the first
coins may have been produced in about 700 B.C.E..* 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, LAYN NWYL KD YIND-23 bawn 72 N29N Genesis 18:23. 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 22:18. 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 a job with high wages. and the Divine
to an employer paying the wages.” .N270 12¥ 72 DN .N3AI0D NN DR DX

IN2YS 12Y 12 DHYAY JNININ DYA NKIN AR, M Avot 3:16 has “The shop is
open and the Shopkeeper extends credit. The ledger is open. and the hand writes.™
NIMD TN1L.NING DRIST PR DIND ..AMNS MiNo.

If the metaphor to which the early rabbis turned was business. that business required
money. MNT was the money of that system. 12, the word for reward. is often used in
these early rabbinic texts to describe what the righteous person would receive.

However. 12W could actually be a financial reward. Only 3T could clearly be the
merit points that one could acquire from the "Divine Emplover.” 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.™’

55. As translated in Kravitz and Olitzky, p. 30.
56. Ibid., pp. 46-47.
57. Stewart, p. 128.




It is a short step from the idea of N12T as money to the idea that these merit points
can be given 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. Furthermore. 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 see an example of M2JT acting very much like money. being

-transferred from parent to child. The N7 in this case is being used to acquire land. In
fact. this Gemara seems to say that one can only acquire land through the 2T of one’s
parents. After a discussion of the acquisition of land and the merit of the daughters of

Zelophehad. the Talmud reads $N2T21 DN'AN AN MITA19DI DA™ N NN

1NN AN, Not just the daughters of Zelophehad. but ali children who receive land
do so on the basis of the merit of their father’s father and their mother’s father.™ The
fact that the discussion goes on to say 12XV IM2T2 XM 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 TN2T. Whether the 12T used in this case is NIt
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: 12 DY "1 DN YNM1* "X
Mot NONN 921 OINK MIT2 1D 1PO1N MYy MOt Nonn 5o xmr
ONIARD NOT'NIY DINK NI N2N NN XY M0 PN 0NN
MY DTNRYTY MMNT IMNXIY INYY MO0 1ON PTAY ORI pnND
MO™T NONITPIN NN INAN 2N 1MaY Y191 Ty 1Na nwn
'NIY D INX M2 190 TI3Y MIONNN WK NN X 12T 2MOTINxyY

"TAY TITIVN YN NYAND DINM YN OX Do

We see from the above paragraph that some say there is a good deal of flexibility in
the MIT 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 10a 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 informs
Hezekiah that he will dic 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: 7T *TT XNIOT XNNT WOX N2 D 2N XNYD N NN

19YNT 1722 *NIN "PAN. He suggests that by marrying into Isaiah’s household. he

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

perhaps he will then have children who were righteous.

The similarity of 12T 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 money. however. it is easy to buy an item worth one hundred shekels.
IMOT functions like money. It can be stored up. and it can be transferred to others.

We saw in Shabbat 127a that DT 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 NJT. 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

MOr 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 htmself 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 12 1?21 D19 ey DX)
M2, Even if a miracle is done for him. credit will be deducted from his M2t

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 M1 with money may well have been subconscious. but there are many parallels

between the two.
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 2T to enter the

World to Come.* Rav Abba would explain the verse “For | was their Redeemer. yet
they have plotted destruction against Me.” as meaning D120 DTAN NINN 2N

NaATY DDWY 1w T rwa©

It is clear that N12T 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 N2 '27 IIXT XN 2
DN1 D112 PRIV PR KDY D) 2 PRIY 1IN NI20 DIPNa DIX iy DX ONYH
NI 1°2I0 DD PUAY IM1D ¥,

62. Suffering in this world means not using up any M2T, 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 M2T 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 Ezekiel's

vision. a “N" is written on the foreheads of those who are to be spared from death ™

Shmuel’s speculation is TMAN MIT ANN. 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.*’
We know that merit can come from Abraham. Isaac. and Jacob. We also know that

it can come from our own. more recent MAN. The word MAN is sometimes transiated
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 [ la. In
interpreting the verse 2¥ YapPn DMINN OY DT XA NN MTNMp
TMYIAAN.“ Rabbi Eliezar savs 2V YAPR MaAX M2l 0NN Yy adbm
INMNNNX MITA MYAAN. We are further told how women can obtain 2T, In

Berachot 17a. Rav says to Rav Chivya. 729 112 ™MIPNA 12T NN D'W)

64. Ezekiel 9:4.
65. TIXIND YIRN KXY NYWI 1Y My DK MaX Moy v n hany HY"np
YINX> Baba Batra 91a.

66. Song of Songs 2:8.
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The Talmud also tells us that non-Jews also have N12OT. Avodah Zarah 4a tells us

that Rabbi Alexandri used to interpret the verse ~“On that day [ will seek the destruction
of all the nations™ thus: T2 ¥* ON DNOYY 122 WPIN N"Apn MXMN
DTNWKIND DX DTAN MO 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: NI12T
0 NIANT NIN N T

We have seen above. in Shabbat 127a. that M2JT 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 NM2T in this world? We
have already seen that Rav Yannai suggests that N1 may keep a decrepit bridge from
collapsing when a meritorious person is crossing, The same concept appears in other

places.” 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 | 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.”* 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.™

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.” The answer. savs
Rav Kahana. depends on merit. If he has merit. he will become a leader: if not. he will
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.™ Again. says

Rava. it all depends on merit.”

Another benefit of N1JT 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 glory. and manna. The tractate states: D12t X2

nYn Mo n 1InxX Mar 1Y MY 0N, While none of us is Moses,

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

71. N2Y PMIOT @r92T 1TNA NANKN 12 KT 271 KNT NITRN X1 KD 1Y INN
N)anon.

72. Shabbat 89b, XOX D2 Sy miNOWHWIA D¥NY TIY 1aN 2Py N KD
Y NNV IMITY,

73. The word w'n is read ¥171°N. This word means wine. the subject of this folio, in
Jeremiah 31:12.

74. Psalms 104:15.

75. NI w1 NPV N0 N2 UK NIWY NOT N DM T 20ND N NIND N
INNNYN N2t K2 1NnYN N NNy 1211 Rt 203 0.
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has not eaten on the mountains.”™ Rav Acha b. Chanina explains that it means NDW

PMAN MOt DIN.7 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 103a. 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.™ So M2t is not only used to obtain
land. food. and protection from danger. One’s very life is dependent upon one’s NJT.
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 M2JT 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. 19 1"\ MOTYY ¥ DX NNNAY M"Y YN

MNT NWOYA DY, 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 Il Kings 20. although he is told by Isaiah
son of Amoz that he will die. he prays and is granted fifteen more vears of life.

According to Berachot 10b. already quoted above, this suspension of his sentence is due

76. Ezekiel 18:15.

77. Sanhedrin 81a.

78. N9 NINNT NIN 271710101 "I XKITND I MY NI XNN 1IN ROYTON.
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to his merit.”

There are many benefits to be obtained through NMJT. As it seems necessary for so
many reasons. we now turn to the ways in which M2t may be acquired. Generally
speaking. M2r is obtained by performing mirzvor. This can be deduced from Sotah 21a.

The tractate reads TIZAY1 TNIXNA MK NN TTNNT MO XNYDK INAT MOT

TNNT NMOT NDONX XN, 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 performing mizzvor that they are commanded to perform.

Specific mitzvot seem to produce more MIT than others. As already noted above. in

Berachot 17a we are told that women receive N12T 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."’
Shabbat 23b lists the particular rewards one may receive from the specific merit
obtained by putting up a mezuzah. wearing rzirzit. and saying the blessing for the

Sabbath.*!

The rabbis talk about the merit one can obtain by performing mir=vor that they wish

79. M2r21v219n 1MaY% "MIASNINN WK DK NI 12T NITINXY MO adnminpmn
D INN, as quoted above from Berachot 10b.

80. MWV DY NINM NOPY T2 NDION MY 0IX Dowr ohyh YA nN
DWNIN.

81. vATPI 1NN NN NPOLY N XN 1NN NN DT 10T NrMA N
1" 12712 KON N0 D1n. Note the similarity between the meritorious deed and
the reward.
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to stress. Rabbinic literature does not tell us if all mitz=vor 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 MI¥1) 729 2 ,IRYYY NIV PUINN DX N2 NNA DTRY DX. Still. the
general assumption seems to be that a life of piety. even performing only those mitzvot

which are expected. will produce merit.

The MODr 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 MOT. The Gemara states: NN12T2 XD "111)1 22 MM X111 BN
NNI2M NXDN KON KON KNDM XON.

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 sees 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 Rabba 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 N12r than Rabbah. Whatever the situation of their ancestors. Rabba must

have acquired enough MJT on his own to eam him rewards in this life. that is to say.
wealth. marriage for those in his household. and a long 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 N1JT. At a certain level of

righteousness. one would expect a person’s merit to bring all of the rewards of MJT in
this world that we saw 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 performs mit=vot or not.

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

two opinions on the meaning of the verse D'PINITI 29 MPAN ON WVNY
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TIPTXN.* The tractate goes on to say *271 1IN 127 NY X YXInes 1n
IMN TM YT 1210 DO NPT PN 1510 DOWWN D2 InX TN ITVHN

12113 1PN )AXY MO 129N DM DD PAT NI DOWN D2 deis
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.™

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 emplover 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.™

The pious often deny that their own merit might be enough to get them into the
good graces of the Divine.* There is therefore a tendency towards grace and away from
merit. Not only 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. with
no way for people to escape punishment except to be saved by Divine grace. Divine

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

82. Isaiah 46:12
83. NpPT¥1A 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 D*WYN 132 1N line in the pivut 12290 122N,
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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 NIJT was widely accepted as given. As
money became a major factor in the lives of ordinary people. N2t took on more and
more of the characteristics of money, MJT. 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 MJT. which represents righteousness. become a
value in its own right.

M2t also acquired some of the characteristics of money. It could be saved. it could
be spent. and if spent. it could be used up. MIT would pass easily from a parent to a
child. a teacher to a student. and a person with a lot of 12T could provide it to the
entire community. Two people could combine their NJT to “purchase’ a reward which

was too expensive for either of them alone.

2T 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. MJT was connected to Judaism in

a myriad of ways. Without an understanding of 2T, 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 Nachmonides

We have seen above how N1JT 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 M2JT some six hundred or so vears later. | decided to look at the
works of Moses b. Nachman Gerondi. known as Ramban. Specifically. I will look at his

last and greatest work. his commentary on the Torah.

Ramban accepted the concept of MIT 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 24:10. Ramban explains how the verse can
say the seventy elders “saw the God of Isracl.” He writes: DN M7 2 1Y
NINTN NX122 DM DNNY DNAN. Because the term 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 MIT being transmitted in Ramban’s commentaries. [n his comment
on Genesis 19:29, Ramban indicates where Lot obtained the M DT to be saved by the

angels. He writes: DT17AN M2t 19¥NY MOT 1Y NN, Merit is transmitted by

one of the patriarchs.




MAN MIT. merit of the patriarchs. figures heavily in Ramban's commentaries.”’
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 Genests 47:31. Ramban writes: Y19 Y19N'Y

MI™1 DNY 7209 18X X2IN 3P, One of the reasons Pharaoh might

have known that Jacob had so much M2t is that the famine in Egypt ceased when
Jacob arrived. In his comment on Genesis 47:18. Ramban quotes Ibn Ezra and says:
2Py MO VN PHnDL*

Abraham’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 Ramban. would
Moses fear Og. when the people had just defeated Jazer. Cheshbon. Chormah. and so
on? DTNAN DWW 1MIT 1D TINYN NNY X1 YN 1N 2. When the four kings
sacked Sodom and Gomorra. a fugitive escaped and told Abraham what had happened.”

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

12 VT DOIN AN NN X1,

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 Ibn 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 Ramban in his comment of Genesis 49:31, a

grandson of Esau fought against the grandsons of Isaac when they went to bury their
father.” Yet none of Jacob's burial party was harmed. As he writes: TN NN XD

MY 15YY D1 MIN X271 MIT DR TMyY 7172 X9 nnnbna obon.

Both the merit of Jacob and the merit of Joseph are working in this case.

Other biblical figures are also credited with TM2Jt. Whether or not Lot’s N2t arose

because of his connection to Abraham. it was his M7 that permitted him to be saved

when Sodom and Gomorra were destroved. As Ramban writes in his comment on
Genesis 19:17: 1M2TO V1Y NX 1NN NIN.” Ramban also ascribes merit to Lot in
his commentary to Genesis 19:3 when he writes: D712 11°¥8712 M2t LYY NN
1M2ITO T2 DUINAN 1M, D NN NPIONA 20 YaN 1D o,

Ramban comments on Genesis 6:9 that Noah's sons and houschold were saved by

his merit. As he puts it. YN1212 D¥INY DINT 111721 1M1 DA. Ramban also notes

that in Genesis 8:1. the Eternal remembers Noah and the animals in the ark. Why, asks
Ramban. were the other people in the ark not remembered? 111212 2 D2TH XY

121X"). 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: 2'X1 1wa) NIN N1 1Nt ymwn 90,
This is to explain why the death of Lot’s wife is not to be seen as an error in the
Divine plan.
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this question, and answers as follows: MO NN N MOt wH) DY PNY
1722 DTN

In Ramban’s system. both patriarchs and those connected to them have M2T. 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 12T, We see that for
Ramban. animals do not. One might speculate that his statement 1722 BTN2 above

indicates that all people can obtain MJT. After all. the word DX 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 M2JT by those who are not

Jewish. he does mention the 2T of women.” In his comments on Genesis 12:17.
Ramban questions why the Torah gives us information 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 D'VAIN 1"DY IN2 DY MO
DN D1 TAN. Both Avram and Sarai have M2T.

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 N337 N3N "2IX. Not because

92. One might speculate as to whether Noah and Lot, above, qualify as non-Jews who
have M2r. Pharaoh. as we have seen in the comment on Genesis 47:18. hoped to
be the beneficiary of Jewish MOr, 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 108.
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she would consider Hagar's son her own. but 12 M2Y2 025 NN NOTY mMor”

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.*

However. Rachel died within the land. rather than outside. due to her own merit. As
Ramban puts it. YIND NIXIN2A 0NN XD MOra 0.

Another person described by Ramban as having merit is Moses. [t is not surprising
that Ramban depicts Moses as a man of great merit. Ramban quotes earlier rabbinic
literature when he savs 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.” In fact. according to Ramban’s commentary

93, This idea is found in Bereishit Rabbah.

94, DNIMIN DY DY YIRZ 2W» N2 1MIr. Although the Torah has not vet 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: MMDNX2 NXWIN NN X'
MMN.

95. These three mentions of the matriarchs Sarah and Rachel are among the very few
mentions of the MOr of women in Ramban’s commentary on the Torah.

96. Ramban’s commentary on Deuteronomy 8:3, 130 DX DN™N Nwn Mon.
Possibly based on Ta anit 9a.

97. Ramban’s commentary on Numbers 1:45. ¥1Tp PNINY O'X'2)7 2N 192 NaN 2
DY MDA N1 D .07 MO NN 127210 70 v DoKX YT XM 'n
1192 1MW 1ADNRI MIT DMNIY 121 .019DN2 DA MIN DX 21 ANOM
T21L2 DY DOV INW D NN NN,
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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.*™

In Ramban’s system. not only individuals produce merit. According to the
commentary on Leviticus 25;1. the Eternal was able to send Moses NOYN INTD

TINA SN MIT ORIWY 12 DX NN AR INWI. Itis 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: W YN "NYX M7 AANK-ND TN MNA,
PIN-NIX-YIN 12717, NINR WYY YN 12181112y 127°-9Y 121N-UK

12TP-NX YN INYI-NX WX, 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.™ Whether it was individual merit or group merit is difficult to say.

Ramban does make a statement about individual and group merit in his comment on

Deuteronomy 11:13. Ramban examines why this verse. the second paragraph of the

YNY. commands us 02227-2231T2Y7 D2NOX M-NK NANXY

D2JWA1-2221 when Deuteronomy 6:5. the first paragraph of the YW, has already

98. Ta%a nwnH NN OSXY YO NIV MYnn N NMNAWKNIA YD LN 921 DYV
1NY9N21 1Mo,

99. NINTTI MO 1DTI MY, ONI» 'nYNY nhayvn 2.
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commanded us JTNN-7221 JW93-223 J235-522 PNOX NN NN NIANDX),
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.!” Ramban.
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 YaW1 IWN YIND-OX NION MM | I M,
12 NN 2pY 2 PN DNIAXI P'NAXY. Ramban concludes that MOT is

transferred only to the individual. He writes: ... TN D'DIN NWY XD DWN 2

N’ 1MYa X NN IO XD PN 2ax ,0vn 211 nvyn by p.
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 “DYW™

to Shechem. One of the possibilities is that NN YIXRN MOTY. 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: 132 YINT MO 2N, 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. In his commentary on

100. Sifre Eikev, 41.




Genesis 46:1. Ramban 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: 111212 TN
AN PNX?NONX ON NINT NIATPN. 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 7:1 that Ramban is saving there is inherent merit in the
sacrifice itself, He writes: 1MMX J'TINY 12790 2V D'ANIT NN NV IO MM
DOWVN DY 1)27P MO . 12P ONX Ny,

[f 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 praver. why synagogues exist. and why prayer has
merit. 3’277 NYAN NDN. is so we will have a place to praise the Eternal.

In Ramban’s system. Mt 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:
MAX MIT NN NNY 1M1 1t may be that Ramban includes this idea not

because he conceives of MIT as being analogous to money. but only because this idea

has previously appeared in the Talmud.'"’

Ramban does seem to treat M7 as if it were money in his comment on Exodus

101. See Shabbat 32a. above.




33:1. Exodus 32:35 talks of the plague that affficted the Israelites. and 33:1.
immediately following. reads: DY NAX NN N2Y 712 NYN-OX MM 12T
AP PN DNIANT NYAYI TR YIND-IX DVIXN YINA DOYD WX
T3INN TV INIKD. Ramban makes a connection between the plague and the
promise. and writes: NXP 11M7A) DOV I IX NANY NOanNn Maya D
THNAWN DNY DMPWY DMIAN NIDT 1210 LYN ONY NXINN ,ONNLVN

WAT 25N Nar yax N2 yax YN oxand.

The theology behind this statement is that punishment atones for sin. but sin can
also be negated through M127T. 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. [f MOIT. the fine. was not used up in payment. surely it would make more sense to
atone for the sin purely through N1JT. in this case. M2ANX N12T. Perhaps there was not
enough N1DT left in the MAX MIT account to atone for the sin of the golden calf, or

perhaps it was better not to use all of the NMANX MIT 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 Ramban. the performance of mit=vor leads to

acquisition of merit. In his commentary on Leviticus 16:3. Ramban explains the secret

of the “NINTA” with which Aaron may enter the equivalent of the Holy of Holies. He
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writes: .01 MOTA... .NAY MO, .N2"M MO, .,nNNn mon
moml... .OXw Npid mon.. .,NMN Mon... .DWway mon...

NIAIPN MO ... MIPynn Mor... . MAnn All of these produce merit
which allow Israel to remain in contact with the Eternal.

The clearest statement Ramban makes regarding the method of obtaining M2JT is
found in his comment on Deuteronomy 30:6. He writes: M NN NIXM2N 1NM
Y T .10 DNNN AT O YYIIN PYIY NN MPYY DTN T2
V12 DMXI2 w131 2102 DNPNA2 MIT DD In this view of the religious
system. a person must have free will to choose good or bad. To choose good gives you

Mt To choose bad gives you the opposite of MIT. punishment.'” For Ramban. to do

mit=vot is to do good. However, there are other ways to do good besides doing mit-vor.

One example of a way to obtain N7 without performing a mitzvah 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 never saw.'* Ramban tells us why this was so. He
writes: N2¥ 1IN 0N %Y NNAY NIRRT "NINON N 1INRY .0 T

NN M2 MMNNIY 91TaN DN DY 0NY MO .20 ORprn XY

102. NNN AT 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, w1y, would be 10V, reward.
Indeed, we saw above that the two are sometimes very close. As mentioned above,
to confuse M2Ir with 10 is like confusing money with wealth.

104. Mechilta Shirah 3.
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1TAY. 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 MOT. 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 mitzvot. One such action was the destruction of Shechem by Simeon and Levi in

'** Another was the action of Pinchas when he Killed the

defense of their sister Dina.
Israelite and the Midianite woman in Numbers 25:7-8." 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

105. Ramban on Genesis 49:5, DNXIPA 2 NOr DYy MY .OMNN 9y DaAY am
STINY MK RLUNN N T WNYD OINY PRY IMY QWYY Nin vy MmnNn Yy
NN NN .

106. In Ramban’s commentary on Deuteronomy 18:3 he writes: Lawn Y23Y n>n
ONNY N2 NN DRIAad NOT IWND ,DMIS Mo,
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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. In
his commentary on Deuteronomy 11:10. Ramban writes that merit can heal sickness. He
says: DWN INNATY NYAM MOT ¥ NDINN. Because of the sick person’s

merit (and prayer). the Eternal will heal him.

These individual rewards may be obtained by N127. For Ramban. however. the
system is more complicated than that. For Ramban. the system by which we perform

mitzvot 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: MXNN MYY May1 2
TINYM DY NNTRN 29 DY 1Y . DYN RT 0122 72 1MW N0
DO K'MY YIRD - M NN WYN 0N 921135 Donv Doyr

TN DO TP TYNY N Yan 2 n2wd 5on Namh UL We can therefore
see a cycle of merit here. By performing mitzvor. a person merits having children who
are religious. Thus the person’s descendants will remain on the earth. and thus the
Eternal is pleased to make vou righteous and give vou merit.

The system is yet more complicated. however. We saw above how Ramban.
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 mir=vot of mezuzah
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and refillin are so important. He writes: N1Y21P21 TNN N1 NN Npn D
N2N DY T OY1YN ATNA NN 122 N2V MoNN Nnaa
TONY NN TA50 . N1NN M1 Y22 1NN NN DX INMavm
T2 MAIMY MTAY IMXN BRXINY IIXT Y DY TRNR 91T XNNan

MY NN DX DNPMAN MO )TA. By purchasing a mezuzah 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 mitzvah. Therefore. for Ramban. 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 18:1. 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 71TN D21Y2 1N"MN9. Where. then. are the DY1VY2 19 NNMP 17PN
NAN? In his comment on Leviticus 18:4. Ramban shows how M3t has meaning either
in this world or in the next or both, depending on one’s attitude. He writes: MIEIYN 22

D21 DA NN D22 1N2 PN D13 Yaph nan Sy inwd XHY mynn
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NN 5Y M¥N2 PPOVNN 0N WK DMN 1 .72 D'D2IA1 1wyl
S¥INY DNINDA DTN DTN ONY XanN Y)Y 1Na mom
T2 N2ANKN MR PPN 2N 2102 DYaAN .DWYIN 'Lavnn

ATND DWW DMPNY NI DY 1IP LS DWN PoY DY IR

DY NINYY DMOT XAN DOWH "N . DNYN. Those who perform mit=vor only
in the hope of obtaining a reward in this life do receive merit. and they are rewarded for

107

their merit in this life with long life. wealth. possessions. and honor.""” Those who

perform mitzvot in the hope of meriting the World to Come will merit it for the mitzvot
they have done. Those who perform mitzvor 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 MJT. Although the similarity between money
and N7 is not as pronounced here as it is in some places in the Talmud. we do see that
a person performs mitzvot to acquire N2JT. and that the MIT is then used to “purchase’

areward.

Another place in which we see how IMDT works in Ramban’s system is his

commentary on Leviticus 18:29. Ramban notes that there are three different ways in
which a person may suffer NNJ. that is. to be cut off. The Torah either says: 11722112

NI AN 0r 29570 NN w211 NNI2N .MYIYN, My’ or it says

107. Ramban does not mention MOT here, but it is implied.
108. As in Leviticus 19:9.
109. As in Leviticus 18:29.
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712 N XNN PN 110N N0, Ramban explains the difference among
the three of them. About the first possibility he says: X171 DT IN 29N Y2I1NN 2D
PN 1IN NN NV SWIN 1OV IMNND NN3) DIX T am pry
WA XY, TV DWW ONLNIPT MY VY OMp DMIWIA o

3 DVN VYD IXIN A MNYIN 05YA pond i DaN .naona

NAN O2WY PON MY 1D NN LN PYTY. 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 life span of sixty vears. However.

after death his soul will go to the *World of Souls.™! and he will also have a place in
the World to Come. This is the case of N1 YK N2 12

As for the case of 229971 N1 W9IN NNI2J1. Ramban writes: DY TN
NVAY 007N WY .10 P21 PHWY 10 XN NN Xvnn
MR DN XM N N TIANY INKRD NIXLIND VA1) yan nmnnn

MNYIN DY, Those who have sins that outweigh their NJT are subject to the

second kind of NN, They may live long lives 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 destroved. 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 N12. which occurs irrespective of merit. if a person performs one of the sins for

which one is denied the World to Come.'"*

MOt functions here like a savings account, while sin functions like debt. If vour
savings outweigh vour debt. vou are solvent. If vour 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. [f vour sins outweigh your merit. you can inherit the World to
Come, but not the World of Souls. After a vear of punishment. vou will cease to exist
until the coming of the Messiah.

In this comment. Ramban writes further that it was not necessary to statc in the
Torah that the soul exists because of the merit of the commandments. It was only

necessary to state that sin threatens the existence of the soul. In Ramban’s own words.
WY1 10 MK DAN NP TN NMINAN N0 2 7MY 21N0N 7V XS

NI D1PN N 12D KNUM ORANN M1ayn.

There are three additional interesting points that Ramban makes about M2JT 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 MOT must result in the children being rewarded. M2T must be transferable. As

112. In general, idolatry.




Ramban puts it. 111721 1732 DA,V MINT 1IN PYIX NI 7PN INK 7O
WAT N2 DX 19V Wy PN D . 1MOT SXIND oaXa.

This is how MOT 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: TPTI-211 DAX TIN MiN?
DWHYY-2yY 0N2-DY MIANX Y TPA NP KDY 1PN VY NY KD

-

DWA-21.'"* Ramban notes that there is a difference between Moses™ words in 14:17

and the original statement by the Eternal in Exodus 34:6-7. In the latter. the Eternal
says: TDT X1 :NNXYLTON-271 DAX TIX M DIND OX M | i
D3-OV MAX NY | TPA NP X2 NPN NNV VYO W XY DaYNT

0'Y271-23 DWHY-IY D)2 12A-2. One of the differences between these two

113. Numbers 14:18.
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statements is that the former lacks the phrase D*99X2 TDN 1¥). 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 NN M12T. Because the people had refused to go up into
the land. the inheritance of which was the basis of the promise to those same N2N.
they could not be forgiven because of that promise. Therefore. MAX N1JT was invalid
in that case. As Ramban writes. 1212 X 12 ."D?a9N2 TON 1¥1" 1IN KN
PNIXD DNIAKRD AN 12302 1°2TN X2 PRIV NN 52an) Man
DN, MY ODAINTMAXY N3N YINNY My DYLM O apy
D IMA 1N MANN WX DNOY 1IN DYON PN R DMAN] DTN

NN DNTD YIRN 921121 72 DNY Nyaw) awK" InN XM . TRN N2

T 7NN DWANR N DIMN O ' ooyard.
What makes this statement interesting is that Ramban agrees that the root of the
concept of MOT lies in the statement D*A2XY TDN X1, The idea of transferrable

merit. which Ramban found in the story of Noah and which he felt was explicitly

mentioned in Exodus 34:7. really does go back as far as the Torah. It is only the word
“M2IT” 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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MOt 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.'”® The interesting point is that Ramban says that this information was given at

Sinai. It was given because of the merit Pinchas acquired for his action. which had not
vet taken place. As Ramban puts it. 929 7121 . T"HYN M2 DY DY ImM)

DNNY N2 NMNY DA% 12T IWND DN MO LIV, If the Eternal is
omnipotent and omniscient. then MIT 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: X2 - 'YV 'n NSnna
INNIY 12PN MK IX DN PNRNI NN NONNA 1,001

D90 N 9YN QYPT KX 19 .10V NONANN Tya DNXIND.

For Ramban. M 27 is a vital part of the system of reward and punishment. the way

in which the Divine connects with humanity. and particularly Jews.'"*

As one might
expect of a thinker with Ramban’s complexity. M7 is used in many different ways.

and gives his system a certain internal consistency. We have seen that merit is obtained

by doing good. which mostly but not exclusively means doing mitzvor. In Ramban’s

115. )00 NW-OX NY-DX NN AT NIXN DYD OXN D00 LIYn e on
TP DM YD 1022

116. In his commentary on Genesis 15:14, Ramban states that non-Jews who follow the
commandments of the Eternal acquire merit. He writes: 220 TNXY 1A 129K
XN 1273 NOT N"IAPN YW N Nw N DT LI 123 ONY Y MnKD...
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 N12T. Ramban’s 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 sec 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 N.2.T was not yet associated with
merit. By the vear 200 C.E.. about the time the Mishnah was redacted. the idea of
transference of merit had returned to Judaism. The root N.2.T had come to be identified

with merit. It also had a number of related meanings.

By the time the Talmud was completed. M2t 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. M2JT 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 12t 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.'"”

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 Ramban called *“The World of
Souls.”

Berg makes the claim that we will be rebormn over and over until we achieve
“spiritual perfection.” Although he is not the only Jew to profess this conviction. it is far
from being a mainstream belief. Berg suggests that we can use the merit of our future
perfect self, our "r=addik’ self. 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.”™""*

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 perform the meritorious action until

some time after the reward was given.

There are also many examples in rabbinic literature 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.”""”

Michael Berg's ideas may be distant from normative 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.

[ 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 Reform synagogues. altthough 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 M3t also appears in Jewish prayer. According to Marc Brettler, the
appearance in the Amidah of the phrase AN NN ATIYN M NAX T3

APY NN, PTIY MON .ONIIN TIDN “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.™*

There is no research available on how widespread the belief in merit may be among
the Jewish laity. Anecdotally. [ 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, 9™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.
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compensates for their minor sins. so their reward can be perfect in the next world.”! To
say this in another way.. “God pays off evil men for their petty virtues with trifling this-
worldly rewards.™** 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 “Inversely. if an evil man

prosper, it may be the merit he inherits from his parents” good deeds.”*'

The system of IMIT as it became established was very useful in dealing with
questions of theodicy. It is possible for the system of reward and punishment in the
afterlife to exist without MOJT. Nevertheless. such a system would be difficult to

understand and accept. The system as it exists with 2T, 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 12'N2 13XV NN NIX1T DTN X?
MOT 920 MNXY DX YMIONY MWK DINK TI¥N NPY 217N XM 10T XN

7YY NN 929 XY YIONYIDN NINK N1y 1Ay

121. Saadia Gaon, pp. 210-212.
122. Harold Schulweis in Millgram, p. 207
123. Ibid.
124. Tosefta Kiddushin, 1:13
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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 MOJT system is that people might depend on the merit of
their ancestors. without attempting to acquire merit on their own.'** 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 mitzvot to the best of
their ability. As Solomon Schechter wrote, *... [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

126

from responsibility for his actions.™
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 MOt from his fathers. and is thus enjoving 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 M2t accounts be so different?

125. Marmorstein, 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 like 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.'”” 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 like Pol Pot get the merit to die of natural causes in his

seventies”?

Despite this flaw. the N1t system works fairly well. A larger question arises,
however, when we ask ourselves if we 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

mitzvot 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=vot we perform add anything to the Eternal. We do
them only so that we may acquire merit.'*

Paul defined Christianity as a form of Judaism in which the Torah was fulfilled by
the risen messiah. Therefore. in Christianity. the performance of mitzvot 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 mitzvor were

no longer necessary.

Therefore Judaism could never take the same approach to grace as Christianity. By
definition, obtaining merit by performing mitzvot must be part of Judaism. To borrow

Christian terminology. 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 mitzvor 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 mitzvot system. and by association. the system of M2JT. Judaism would not

be Judaism.
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