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Add Length to Your Days!

“And Avraham was old, (he) came with (his) days” (Genesis 24:1).

Some people have old age, but not days, while others have days, but not old age. But here, (concerning Avraham,) there was old age and days (Yalkut Shimoni Ber. 103).

After the incident of the Akeidah (binding of Yitzchok on the altar), Avraham contemplated the fact that had he indeed slaughtered his unmarried son, Yitzchok, there wouldn’t have been any offspring to carry on Avraham’s life mission: Spreading recognition of the Creator. Avraham therefore set about finding Yitzchok a suitable match. 

What inspired Avraham to these thoughts was that he had become old and Sarah had since died, diminishing, if not eliminating, the prospect of producing a proper successor. 

The verse above, which tells us that Avraham was an elderly man, also says, “(he) came with (his) days.” Although the simple explanation is that he was well on in his years, nevertheless, if that were all it meant, why would it be necessary to repeat such information? It would seem the Torah is conveying to us something more significant. What is that message?

Upon returning from the funeral of their saintly father, Rabbi Yehuda A. L. Alter (1), the eldest son, Rabbi Avraham Mordechai, turned to his brother and commented, “Thank G-d, our father enjoyed ‘arichas yamim’ (i.e., longevity)!”

“What do you mean, R’ Avraham?” replied his brother incredulously. “Our father only lived until the age of fifty-six, hardly considered a long life.”

“True, he did not merit ‘arichas shanim (lit., long years),’ but he did realize in those few years ‘arichas yamim (lit., long days)’! (2)”

Although Rabbi Alter did not live an especially long life, he made good use of his time; he had “days, but not old age.” His brief life was full of achievements, which a trivial person would have required many years more to accomplish.

Similarly, this is what the Torah is revealing to us about the elderly Avraham. While others may have attained “old age, but not days,” failing to accomplish much with their time, Avraham made the most of every moment of every day in his long life in his service of the Almighty; he merited “old age and days.” Then, he was ready to “(enter the next world) with his days”; i.e., because they had been made worthwhile and fulfilling, all of his days were assets. 

As the Sages remark about the verse, “G-d knows the days of the faithful, (their days) are an everlasting legacy (3),” – “This is referring to Avraham (4).” Avraham’s days were so accomplishing, they are forever a merit for him and his descendants.

Last week saw the unfortunate passing of Rabbi Elazar M. Shach, an aged Torah scholar who was revered by many as a leader of the Torah community. Having already served as a yeshiva dean prior to WWII, some calculate his age to have been close to 110! It can certainly be said that Rabbi Shach, too, merited “old age and days.”   

“Anyone who fulfills the Torah in hardship will eventually fulfill it prosperity. But one who fails to adhere to it in prosperity will be forced to negate it in hardship (5).” In a fascinating interpretation, the medieval Talmudic scholar, Rabbeinu Yonah explains this statement of the Sages in a vein similar to that of the above, referring to the commodity of time, rather than wealth.

If we dedicate our already limited time (i.e., time of hardship) to Torah study and mitzvah observance, we are assured of a change of circumstances, allowing for even more time  (i.e., prosperity) to pursue spiritual endeavors.

Two months ago the world was turned on its head: nearly five-thousand vibrant, productive people - here one moment, tragically gone the next. Having been taught a lesson in the transiency of life, we can no longer afford to think to ourselves, “When I’ll have time, I’ll study”; perhaps that precious commodity will be beyond our means (6).

The Talmudic sage, Rabbi Eliezer taught, “Repent one day before your passing (7).”

“But how are we to know when we will die?” asked his students.

The sage responded, “Then certainly must you constantly strive to correct your ways, perhaps tomorrow is your time (8).”
The Sages further offer a parable to impress upon us the urgency of the hour.

Once upon a time, a king invited all of his servants for a grand party, but failed to reveal the time at which it was to start. The wise ones prepared themselves immediately and waited by the door of the palace, lest the king announce the party’s commencement and they remain unprepared. The others continued with their work, assuring themselves that a royal affair takes much time to arrange. 

When the palace doors suddenly opened, signaling the gathering’s start, the wise ones were able to greet the king in their ‘Shabbos Best,’ while the others were caught in less than appropriate attire. The king joyously welcomed the wise people, but was angered by the rest. 

“Everyone, please be seated,” announced the king. “Those who have prepared themselves for the occasion shall be served food and drink, while those who have not, shall sit embarrassingly in hunger and thirst.

So, too, must we prepare for the gala affair of the world-to-come. The Evil Inclination tells us, though, to push off those preparations in favor of temporal merriment; after all, there’s plenty of time. Let’s not fall prey to his tactics, for “a man knows not who’s young and who’s old (9).

---------------------------

(1) Rabbi Alter, who served as Grand Rabbi of Ger, Poland until his passing in 1903, was better known as Sfas Emes for the title of a work he authored. (2) R’ P. Krohn in Around the Maggid’s Table, p. 258, Mes. Publ. (3) Psalms 37:18. (4) Bereishis Rabbah 62:1. The same is written concerning the matriarch, Sarah, ibid. 58:1. (5) Pirkei Avos 4:9. (6) Based on Pirkei Avos 2:5. (7) Ibid., 2:10. (8) Talmud Shabbos 153a. (9) See “A Matter of Time,” in Around the Maggid’s Table, p. 206, for the captivating story. 
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