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Chapter LIX: Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)

Essay 14. Every penny of charity counts

“Now, I find woman more bitter than death; she is all traps, her hands are fetters and her
heart is snares,; he who is pleasing to G-d escapes her, and he who is displeasing is caught by her.
See, this is what I found, said Koheleth, [adding] one to another, to find a sum.” — Eccl. 7:26-27
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“See, this is what I found, said Koheleth, [adding] one to another, to find a sum.” It
requires investigation what is the meaning of the language of “one to another,” and what is
the meaning of “to find a sum,” and what is this sum?
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It can be said that it is brought in the first chapter of Bava Batra:

Rav' said ... in the name of Rabbi Elazar: What is [the meaning of that]
which is written: “And He donned charity like a coat of mail” (Isaiah 59:17)?
To tell you that just as [with regard to] this coat of mail, each and every link [of
which it is fashioned] combines to [form] one large coat of mail, so too for
charity, each and every peruta [given] combines into a large sum.

Rabbi Chanina says: The same idea is derived from here, as it is stated:
“And all our charity is as a polluted garment” (Isaiah 64:5). Just as with regard
to this garment, each and every thread in it combines to form one large
garment. So too with regard to charity, each and every peruta combines into a
large sum.

- Bava Batra 9a-9b

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com

! According to hitps://bavli.genizah.org, every known printing and manuscript of the Talmud shows “Rava.”
However, the Zera Shimshon will quote the Rif’s commentary on Ein Yaakov, below, which has the reading “Rav.”
Thus, the translator has not corrected to “Rava.”
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Why does the Gemara cite two opinions? Aren’t they saying the same thing, that every
small coin given as charity is precious? According to the Rif, they have two different opinions. A
coat of mail missing a link is defective and dangerous. Thus, by analogy, one who adds the final
link gets the most credit. In contrast, a garment can’t be made until all the threads are first collected.
Thus, by analogy, each person providing a thread gets credit.

The Rif explained that Rav holds that if a poor person is hungry and wants to buy a
loaf of bread to eat, and he collects small coins from various people, the reward is greater for
the one who gives him the final coin than for all the others. It is considered as if the one who
gave the final coin has given the entire loaf. This is the meaning of “it combines into a large
sum,” as if that final coin is the equal of the sum of all the other coins that he collected from
others.’

Rabbi Chanina did not want to learn from this teaching, as the Rif understood it,
because if so, it would appear that there was no merit in being the one who gives the first
coin. L.e., with this approach, if not for the last coin, the loaf could not be purchased, even with
all that the earlier ones gave. It is like a coat of mail, where if the last link is missing, the
armor is as though it doesn’t exist, because through that gap, a spear or arrow can pass.

Therefore, [Rabbi Chanina] instead interprets from the verse, “And all our charity is
as a polluted garment,” as “just as with regard to this garment, each and every thread in it
combines to form one large garment.” The weaving of a garment is not like armor, which is
made bit by bit. On the contrary, in a garment, all the threads must be tied together to make
a single garment. Thus, the first and the last threads join together because they only have
substance when they are together.

2 Rabbi Yoshiyahu Pinto (“the Rif”) (c. 1565 - c. 1648), Meor Einayim, a commentary on Ein Yaakov. See Ein
Yaakov 1:14.
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Based on this, we can understand the previous verse, which says, “Now, I find woman
more bitter than death; she is all traps, her hands are fetters and her heart is snares; he who is
pleasing to G-d escapes her, and he who is displeasing is caught by her.”

How can one escape? This is what I have found: that by giving charity, a person can
be saved and escape from an evil woman, who is more bitter than death. Charity saves from
death, both an unnatural death and death itself.’ This is one mitzvah that accumulates bit by
bit, meaning one coin from this person and one coin from another.

Do not say, “Perhaps I will give to a poor person, but it won’t be enough to meet his
needs, and then another person will come and complete it, and all the reward will go to him,”
as Rav suggested, similar to the analogy of armor.

Therefore, the verse concludes, “to find a sum,” meaning that even after the total is
completed, it is still considered one after another, i.c., the reward for the first coin is the same
as the reward for the last coin, in accordance with the view of Rabbi Chanina.

3 Shabbat 156b.



