Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah’s White Hair vs. Ben Zoma =
R’ Mordechai Torczyner — torczyner@torontotorah.com ‘

Question

1. Mishnah Berachot 1:5, quoted in our Haggadah
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Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah said, “But | am like seventy years old, and | could not [convince the Sages that] the

emergence from Egypt should be recited at night, until [Shimon] Ben Zoma provided exegetical support for this ruling,

as Devarim 16 says, ‘So that you will remember the day you emerged from Egypt, all of the days of your life.” ‘The

days of your life’ are the days, ‘All of the days of your life’ includes the nights.” And the Sages said: “The days of

your life” is this world, “All of the days of your life” includes the times of Mashiach.

Approach 1: The miracle of premature aging

2. Talmud, Berachot 27b-28a
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They came and said to him: Would his honour accept becoming the Rosh Yeshiva2 He said to them: | will consult my

household. He went and asked his wife for advice.

She said to him: Perhaps they will remove you! He said to her: Let a person use a fine glass goblet for one day, and

let it break the next day!

She said to him: You have no white hairl” That day he was eighteen years old. A miracle occurred, and eighteen

rows of white [hair] came to him. This is why Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah said, “But | am like seventy years old,” and

not “seventy years old.”

Approach 2: The miracle of survival
3. Talmud Yerushalmi, Berachot 1:6
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Even though he attained authority, he lived long. This is what they say, that power abbreviates life.

Approach 3: Why didn't [ think of that?
4. Rambam, Commentary to Mishnah Berachot 1:5
ROR ,0°7°9 YUY OK °2 ,2°V2W 12 17°7 XOW 9% "MW 2ovaw 12" R XY "HIw 2OYaw 123 PR 7" IV 12 UYOR M ke om
KT FIPTIT N2 9NN 0T LTIW 2OVAW J2 P10 WY LIPTIN DI MIND WOAW TV 2R 72°7 MR TINDY MAaD 17200 1onw
N2 %Y 222 TN NPT NPT KD 071 Oy TNNANNM M2TNYE 210 AR PY 1PIR 37m02" K 7997, 71702 RN 1
"IRPIT I2 AWITY TY 79°922 DOXOX WD NRMP
When Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah said, “But | am like seventy years old” and he did not say “seventy years old,” it
was because he was not seventy years old, but young, but he would study and learn and read prodigiously, day and
night, to the point that his strength was drained, and he aged prematurely and he appeared like a man of seventy
years. He aged willingly, as recorded in the Talmud. Therefore he said, “I am shocked! Despite my great efforts and
my joining with Sages, | did not merit to know the textual hint in the text about the duty to read the portion of tzitzit at
night, until Ben Zoma taught it.”

5. Talmud, Avodah Zarah 19a
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Rav Shizbi cited Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah: What is the meaning of Proverbs 12:27, “The cunning person will not
roast his prey2” The hunter who plays tricks will not live and have extended days.
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6. Talmud, Sanhedrin 17b
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“Those who learn before the Sages” is Levi, who learned from Rebbe. “Those who argue before the Sages” is Shimon
ben Azai, Shimon ben Zoma, Chanan of Egypt and Chananiah ben Chachinai.

7. Talmud, Berachot 57b
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There are three Torah scholars: One who sees Ben Azai in a dream should anticipate piety, [one who sees] Ben Zoma
should anticipate wisdom, [one who sees] Acher should worry about punishment.

Summary
Questions

e Why does Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah emphasize his age?
e Why does he say he was “like” seventy years old?

Answers
o People should have listened to me because | aged miraculously
e People should have listened to my decades of commitment, and Gd's help that enabled me to survive this long
e | am surprised that, with all of the years of learning and dedication that aged me, | never thought of Ben
Zoma's idea.



