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Sourcebook [:
Tzedakah and Philanthropy

Tzedakah is not a term that can be easily translated; it is a way of acting in the
world to give other people meaningful assistance and to promote values
necessary for a good and just society. It is something much larger than the term
“charity,” which derives from the Latin caritas meaning “love.” The word tzedakah
comes from the root word tzedek, meaning justice. This derivation tells us a great
deal about the meaning of tzedakah within the framework of Jewish life.
Tzedakah should not be based on one’s personal feelings, but should be a fair
and compassionate response to the needs of others. It is a concept at the center
of Judaism’s ideal of community.

Judaism emphasizes the importance of giving tzedakah, continually, to the extent
that one is able. Simultaneously, it promotes the value of studying about
tzedakah. Learning the Jewish sources of tzedakah enables us to understand the
importance of giving; to give both more generously and more wisely. While it may
be gratifying to give money upon an impulse—to open a solicitation letter and,
because you got an A on your math exam, to send off a check—it is better to
approach the task of tzedakah as a mitzvah that will be enriched by the kind of
reflection and planning we do in other parts of our lives we care about the most.

This sourcebook is designed to help spur just such reflection upon the
importance, meaning, and methods of tzedakah. Through individual study and
group discussion, students will develop greater insight into Jewish perspectives
on tzedakah and use that knowledge to clarify their own values and
commitments. In Jewish tradition, Talmud Torah leads to ma‘asim tovim—study
of Jewish sources inspires beneficial endeavors. The sources and questions here
are designed to inform the group philanthropy project later on in Project: ROPE,
while the principal (or principles) will hopefully remain with them for a lifetime.

Throughout the study of the sources, you should have the students balance the
imperatives of tzedakah and tzedek, individual giving and social justice. The
following paragraph examines the tension and complementary of these two
crucial concepts in Jewish thought:

Acts of kindness and of charity are important, but citizenship in a
democratic society requires more than civic decency. To repair the world,
students have to learn how to create, evaluate, criticize, and change
public norms, institutions, and programs. Students need to learn to
contribute cans to a food drive, but they also need to learn to question why
people are hungry and explore ways to solve structural causes of hunger
and homelessness. “It's like a rowboat,” explained one service learning
instructor | observed, “one oar is compassion and the other is justice. If
you don’t keep both going, you move in a circle.” Judaism and Jewish
ideals of social action can help to reinvigorate the quest among service



learning educators for both compassion and justice and ensure that
neither is ignored on the road to a better society. (Joel Westheimer,
“‘Community Service Learning: Pursuing Jewish Ideals of Compassion and
Justice,” CONTACT, Volume 4 Number 1, Autumn 2001)

In the following sections you will find a plethora of sources related to each of the
large topics pertaining to tzedakah. Many of the sources pertain to more than one
topic; they have been given only once, but feel free to use them in units other
than the one where they appear. At the end of each section there are some
broad questions that apply to many of the sources in the section, and a sample
exercise that can accompany them. Keep in mind that this is a sourcebook, not a
curriculum per se; feel free to choose whichever sources you find particularly
enlightening and interesting for your classroom. Of course, each individual
source raises a whole host of questions and for you and your students to delve
into at greater depth.

A note about the sources: we have given the Hebrew/Aramaic in all cases,
except where the original was in English or access to the original was not readily
available.

Tzei u-Imad! (Go learn!)



Importance and Meaning of Tzedekah in Judaism
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Abraham is to become a great and populous nation and all the nations of the
earth are to bless themselves by him. For | have singled him out so that he may
instruct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord,
doing what is just (mishpat) and right (tzedakah) in order that God may bring
about for Abraham what was promised him. (Genesis 18:18-19)
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[Abraham said:] Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly? (Genesis 18:25)
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Do not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land of
Egypt. Do not abuse any widow or orphan. If you do mistreat them, then they will
certainly cry out to Me and | will just as certainly hear them. Then | will become
angry and kill you with the sword, so that your wives will become widows and
your children orphans. (Exodus 22:20-23)
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The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as one of your citizens; you
shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt: | the Lord
am your G-d. (Leviticus 19:34)
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You shall not abuse a poor and destitute laborer, whether a fellow countryman or
a stranger in one of the communities of your land. You must pay him his wages
on the same day, before the sun sets, for he is poor and urgently depends on it;
else he will cry to the Lord against you and you will incur guilt. (Deuteronomy
24:14-15)
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Let justice roll down like waters, and tzedakah like a mighty stream. (Amos 5:24)
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Zion shall be redeemed through justice,
And they that return to her, through righteousness. (Isaiah 1:27)
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Is such the fast that | desire, a day for men to starve their bodies?

Is it bowing the head like a reed, and lying in sackcloth and ashes?

Do you call that a fast, a day favored by the Lord?

No, this is the fast | desire: To unlock the chains of evil, and untie the ropes of
lawlessness; to let the oppressed go free, to break off every yoke.

It is to share your bread with the hungry, and to take the wretched poor into your
home; when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not to ignore your own Kin.
Then shall your light burst through like dawn and your healing spring up quickly;
your justice (tzidkekha) shall march before you, the presence of the Lord shall be
your rear guard.



Then when you call, the Lord will answer, when you cry, G-d will say: Here | am!
(Isaiah 58:5-9)
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Rav Asi said: Tzedakah is considered worth all other mitzvot, as it says
(Nehemiah 10: 33), “We have laid upon ourselves mitzvot...” It is written
“mitzvot,” not “mitzvah.” (Bava Batra 9a)
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Our Rabbis taught: If at the present time a person desires to become a ger,
address the candidate as follows: “What reason have you for desiring to become
a ger? Don't you know that the people of Israel at the present time are
persecuted and oppressed, despised, harassed and overcome by afflictions?”

If the candidate replies, “| know and yet am unworthy,” accept him immediately.
Then let him know some of the minor and some of the major commandments
(mitzvot). Inform him of the sin of [the neglect of the commandments of]
gleanings, the forgotten sheaf, the peah (the poor's corner of the field), and the
tithe for the poor.... (Yevamot 47a)
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It is a positive commandment to give alms to the poor of Israel, according to what
is fitting for them, if the giver can afford it, as it is said, Thou shalt surely open thy
hand unto him (Deuteronomy 15:8), and again, Then thou shalt uphold him; as a
stranger and a settler shall he live with thee...that thy brother may live with thee
(Leviticus 25:35-36)

He who seeing a poor man begging turns his eyes away from him and fails to
give him alms, transgresses a negative commandment, as it is said, Thou shalt
not harden thy heart, nor shut they hand from thy needy brother. (Deuteronomy
15:7) (Rambam, Gifts to the Poor 7:1-2)
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We are obligated to be more scrupulous in fulfilling the commandment of
tzedakah than any other positive commandment because tzedakah is the sign of
the righteous (tzaddik), the seed of Abraham our Father, as it is said, “For | know
him [chose him], so that he would command his children . . . to do righteousness
(tzedakah)” (Genesis 18:19). The throne of Israel is established and the religion
of truth is upheld only through tzedakah, as it is said, “In righteousness shall you
be established” (Isaiah. 54:14). Israel is redeemed only through tzedakah, as it is
written, “Zion shall be redeemed with judgment and they that return of her with
righteousness” (Isaiah 1:27)

No person has ever become impoverished by giving tzedakah and no evil or
damage has ever resulted from tzedakah, as it is said, “And the work of
righteousness is peace” (Is. 32:17).

Whosoever displays mercy to others will be granted mercy himself, as it is said,
“‘And God will grant you mercy, and have compassion upon you, and multiply
you” (Deuteronomy 13:18). If someone is cruel and does not show mercy, there
are sufficient grounds to suspect his lineage, since cruelty is found only among
the other nations, as it is said, “They are cruel and will not show mercy”
(Jeremiah. 50:42)

All Jews and those attached to them are like brothers, as it is said, “You are sons
to the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 14:1), and if a brother will not show mercy



to his brother, then who will have mercy on him? And to whom can the poor of
Israel look for help-to those other nations who hate and persecute them? They
can look for help only to their brethren. (Rambam, Gifts to the Poor 10:1-4)

Hasidic teaching

“Since everything in God’s world must have a purpose, what purpose is served
by the phenomenon of atheism?”

God allows the possibility of unbelief, he concluded, because otherwise the rich
would have so much faith that God will help the poor that they would not
themselves think of trying to alleviate their suffering. Faith is admirable when
exercised on one’s own behalf. Where the needs of others are concerned, it is
essential to act as if there is no God to intervene.

R. Jonathan Sacks, To Heal a Fractured World, p. 28

To imitate God is to be alert to the poverty, suffering and loneliness of others.
Judaism is not religion, as Karl Marx said, “an opium of the people,” for opium
desensitizes us to pain. The Bible sensitizes us to it.

Questions:

e What do the sources have to say about the place of tzedakah in Jewish
identity?

e What reasons do these sources give for Jews to pursue tzedakah?

e What is the relationship between human tzedakah and G-d’s justice?

e What importance does tzedakah have in the constellation of Jewish
religious obligations?

e What claim do the poor and vulnerable have upon the rest of society?

Exercise:

Split the group in half, and hold a debate about whether tzedakah should be a
freewill gift or a tax required by the community or state.
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Love your fellow as yourself: | am the Lord. (Leviticus 19:18)
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Targum Yonatan: Have compassion for your fellow—what is hateful to you, do
not do to him.
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Ibn Ezra: One should love the good for one’s fellow as for oneself. “I am the
Lord”™—I, One G-d, created both of you.
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“Love your fellow as yourself"—Rabbi Akiva says, this is a great principle of the
Torah. Ben Azzai says, “This is the record of Adam’s line.” (Genesis 5:1)—this is
a greater principle. (Yerushalmi Nedarim 9:4)
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Hillel would say: If | am not for myself, who am 1? If | am for myself alone, what
am |? If not now, when? (Mishnah Avot 1:14)
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Ben Azai says: Run to perform a “light” mitzvah just like a “serious” one, and flee
from a transgression; for a mitzvah leads to a mitzvah, and a transgression leads



to a transgression; for the recompense of a mitzvah is a mitzvah, and the
recompense of a transgression is a transgression. (Mishnah Avot 4:2)
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These are things whose fruits a person enjoys in this world and whose principal
remains for him in the world to come: honoring father and mother, acts of
kindness, and bringing peace between a person and his fellow; and the study of
Torah is equivalent to them all. (Mishnah Peah 1:1)
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Rabbi Chama son of Rabbi Chanina said, What's the meaning of the verse, ‘You
shall walk after the Lord your G-d’? (Deuteronomy 13) Is it possible for someone
to walk after the Divine Presence? Doesn’t the Torah also say, ‘For the Lord your
G-d is a consuming fire’! (Deuteronomy 4) Rather, to walk after the
characteristics of Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu: Just as He clothes the naked...so you
shall clothe the naked; Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu visited the sick...so shall you visit
the sick; Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu comforted the sick...so shall you comfort the
sick; Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu buried the dead...so shall you bury the dead. (Sotah
14a)
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All that was created during the six days of creation requires work. For example,
the mustard and the lupine need sweetening, the wheat needs to be ground—
even a person needs improvement. (Genesis Rabba 11)



Questions:

e What are the various explanations given in Jewish sources for performing
mitzvot in general, and taking care of other people in particular?

e Draw up a list of the explanations. What kinds of explanations are they
(e.g., moral, theological, philosophical, etc.)? Are the explanations
contradictory or complementary?

e What is the disagreement between Rabbis Akiva and Ben Azzai? In what
ways can their prooftexts, and the principles derived from them, be said to
be the main principles of the Torah?

Exercise:
Have the students select one of these explanations that speak most directly to
them. Ask them in writing to explain why they think this is the strongest

motivation for performing tzedakah, and how that imperative has guided them in
something they’ve done.
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Cursed be he who subverts the rights of the stranger, orphan, and the widow.—
And all the people say, Amen. (Deuteronomy 27:19)

D 19 D"NAT

720 NN DIN'? 271 197 PPN DA DTN R TR MY AR Pzt 197 nanka ()
JTINDW X71 'NIXAN 'MNAY K7 INYX YUK NIXN

You shall declare before the Lord your G-d, “I have cleared out the consecrated
portion from the house, and | have given it to the Levite, the stranger, the orphan,
and the widow, just as just as You commanded me; | have neither transgressed
nor neglected any of Your commandments.”
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Rashi:

| have removed the holy [portions] from the house This refers to: a) “the
second tithe,” and b) 'wa) vuv), the fruit yielded by a tree in its fourth year of
growth [both of which are termed w7 7, holy (portions)], they must be brought up
to Jerusalem and eaten there in purity. [Accordingly,] the verse here teaches us
that if one has delayed bringing these tithes up to Jerusalem for two years, he
must take them up now [in the third year].

and | have also given it to the Levite This refers to “the first tithe.”

and... also [This seemingly superfluous word, “also,”] comes to include terumah
[the part given to the kohen] and the first fruits [which is are also given to the
kohen. Since Kohanim stem from the tribe of Levi, they are referred to here as
Levites].

the stranger, the orphan and the widow This refers to “the tithe for the poor.”
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And if your brother becomes poor and his means fail him with you, then you shall
strengthen him be he a stranger or a settler, he shall live with you. (Leviticus
25:35)
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Rashi: Do not let him slip down until he falls completely, for then it will be difficult
to raise him; rather strengthen him as he beings to fall. To what is this
comparable? To a burden upon an ass; while it is still on the ass, one person can
hold it and set it in place; if it falls to the earth, even five people cannot set it
back.
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‘ani — that is the plain meaning. evyon — as he yearns for everything. misken — as
he is held by all in contempt. rash — as he has lost [all] property. dal — as he is cut
away from [all] property. dakh — as he is depressed; he sees an item [of food]
and does not eat, sees an item [of drink] and does not drink. makh — as he is
under everyone, situated like a doorstep. (Leviticus Rabbah 34:6)
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If an orphan boy and an orphan girl applied for a marriage grant, the girl orphan
is to be enabled to marry first and the boy orphan is married afterwards, because
the loss of self-esteem (bushah) of a woman is greater than that of a man.
(Ketubbot 67a-b)

Our rabbis have taught: We support the poor of the non-Jews, along with the
poor of Israel, and visit the sick of the non-Jews, along with the sick of Israel, and
bury the poor of the non-Jews, along with the dead of Israel ... for the sake of
peace. (Gittin 61a)
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If there are many poor people or captives before us, and there is not enough
money to support, clothe, or ransom all of them, then the precedence is as
follows... (Rambam, Gifts to the Poor, 8:17)
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Sustaining oneself comes first. No one is obligated to give charity until his own
economic needs are fulfilled. Then, he shall provide for his father and mother if
they be poor, and afterwards for his children. Children precede brothers, and
they precede other relatives, and relatives come before neighbors, neighbors
precede townspeople, and townspeople before residents of another city. The
same priorities obtain regarding captives. (Rema, Shulkhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah,
351:3)

X TINY NO 9T -2 TINY 7O 9T NIAIND Ndon *711 TInn

TN XAI' .XNAY uNn 7D OTIT NY2IR D7 NITYe a0 ninT XYy RINN NN ,X1\N 1N
N7 MNP DINT 'WNY 7NN RN .NIY K7 D7 DNNR CIRDINGINNAT T YN 1IN
NAI0 P'TNI IR TYIR 20 NRT 170 ,ONR 7207 702 IR 90D Y702 ,TVIO NNK N2
72 AN CYR Y KEE 0 DMATH nKIY L0 702 'RUIN DN R'MIRY 'R0y

.NUN

R. Hanina had a poor man to whom he regularly sent four zuz on the eve of
every Sabbath. One day he sent that sum through his wife who came back and
told him [that the man was in] no need of it. [R. Hanina asked:] “What did you
see?” [She replied:] “I heard that he was asked, ‘On what will you dine: on the
silver cloths or on the gold ones?” “It is in view of such cases,” R. Hanina
remarked, “that R. Eleazar said, ‘Come let us be grateful to the rogues, for were
it not for them we would have been sinning every day, for it is said in Scripture,
“‘And he cry unto the Lord against thee, and it be sin unto thee.”” (Deuteronomy
15:9) (Ketubbot 67b-68a)
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Questions:

e According to these sources, what kinds of people are eligible for
assistance?

e Is economics the sole criterion, or are there others?

e Are these criteria that you would use today? What categories would you
employ to describe groups of people in need of or owed assistance?

e How does Judaism assess the needs of a recipient? Should society give
to people based on objective criteria, or should it also take an individual’s
personal circumstances into account?

e Consider Rashi’'s comment to Leviticus 25:35 above. How would this apply
to contemporary circumstances? Are there organizations or programs you
know of that operate according to this principle?

e How does a person, organization or community set priorities with limited
resources?

Exercise:

Create a new program that would operate according to Rashi’s principle (in his
comment to Leviticus 25:35).
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Responsibilities of the Poor
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One should always restrain himself and submit to privation rather than be
dependent upon other people or cast himself upon public charity, for thus have
the Sages commanded us, saying, “Make the Sabbath a weekday rather than be
dependent upon other people.” Even if one is a sage held in honor, once he
becomes impoverished, he should engage in a trade, be it even a loathsome
trade, rather than be dependent upon other people. It is better to strip hides off
animal carcasses than to say to other people, “I am a great Sage, | am a priest,
provide me therefore with maintenance.” So did the Sages command us. Among
the great Sages there were hewers of wood, carriers of beams, drawers of water
to irrigate gardens, and workers in iron and charcoal. They did not ask for public
assistance, nor did they accept it when offered to them. (Rambam, Gifts to the
Poor, 10:18)
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Anyone who doesn’t need to take [from the charity box] and does take, does not
die before he becomes dependent on others. Anyone who needs to take and
does not take, does not die of old age before he becomes the benefactor of
others. About him the verse says (Jeremiah 17:7), “Blessed is he who trusts in
the Lord, Whose trust is in the Lord alone.” (Mishnah, Peah, 8:9)
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When you see the donkey of your enemy lying under its burden and you would

prefer to refrain from raising it, you must nevertheless raise it with him. (Exodus
23:5)
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If he joins you in the effort, you are obligated to help him, but if he sits idly by and
claims that you are obligated to help him you may refrain from assisting him. We
may derive an application of this idea to the poor among our people who impose
themselves in the community by refusing to work, though they are able. They cry
that we do not supply them with their needs, but they are wrong. God did not
command us to help them in those situations where they can help themselves.
(Kli Yakar)
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If a poor man unknown to anyone comes forth and says, “I am hungry; give me
something to eat,” he should not be examined as to whether he might be an
impostor—he should be fed immediately. However, if he is naked and says,
“Clothe me,” he should be examined as to possible fraud. If he is known, he
should be clothed immediately according to his dignity, without any further
inquiry.

If a poor man refuses alms, one should get around him by making him accept
them as a present or a loan. On the other hand, if a wealthy man starves himself
because he is so stingy with his money that he would not spend it on food and
drink, no attention need be paid to him. (Rambam, Gifts to the Poor, 7:6, 9)
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Whoever is in need of alms and cannot survive unless he accepts them, such as
a person who is of advanced age, or ill, or afflicted with sore trials, but is too
proud and refuses to accept them, is the same as a shedder of blood and is held
to account for his own soul, and by his suffering he gains nothing but sin and
guilt. (Rambam, Gifts to the Poor 10:19)
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Even a poor man who lives entirely on alms must himself give alms to another
poor man.

If a poor man contributes a prutah to the alms tray or to the alms fund, it should
be accepted. If he does not, he may not be constrained to do so. (Rambam, Gifts
to the Poor 7:5 and 9:19)

Questions:

e When should a person accept alms? When must a person accept alms?
When must a person not accept alms?

e What does this mean: “Make the Sabbath a weekday rather than be
dependent on other people?”

e Are there certain expectations that givers of tzedakah or welfare agencies
should hold for recipients?

e Why should a poor person give alms? How can he?

e |If the study of Torah is the greatest activity in Judaism, why shouldn’t
Torah scholars live off of public welfare?

Exercise:

Create a philanthropy for the poor that would support the behaviors advanced in
the sources here. What kinds of programs would the philanthropy run?
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Hows
Rambam’s Ladder
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There are eight degrees of charity, one higher than the other.

The highest degree of charity—above which there is no higher—is he who
strengthens the hand of his poor fellow Jew and gives him a gift or loan or enters
into a business partnership with the poor person. By this partnership the poor
man is really being strengthened as the Torah commands in order to strengthen
him till he is able to be independent and no longer dependent on the public
purse. It is thus written, “Strengthen him so that he does not fall and become
dependent on others” (Leviticus 25:35).

A lower standard of charity is one in which the benefactor has no knowledge of
the recipient and the latter has no knowledge of the individual source of charity—
matan beseter (“giving in secret”). This is practicing the mitzvah of charity for the
sake of the mitzvah. Such charity is like the courtyard in the Temple where the
righteous used to place their donations secretly and the poor would benefit from
them in secret. Similar to this secret courtyard is the act of one who puts his
money into the charity box.

Below this rank is the case where the recipient is known to the benefactor but the
latter is unaware of the source of the charity. This is what the sages used to do
when they would go in secret and place their gifts at the door of the poor. It is
fitting to do this and meritorious in those cases where the officials in charge of
the communal charity do not behave righteously.
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Where the recipient is aware of the source of the charity but the giver does not
know to whom the money is being given, the degree is lower. Yet there is merit,
since the poor are saved from direct shame.

Of less merit is charity where both are known to each but the gift is made before
the poor asks for it.

Where one gives charity after being asked for it is of a lower degree. One who
gives less than what is fitting but with good grace (is of higher merit than) one
who gives unwillingly.
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If a poor man comes and asks according to his need, and the giver does not
have enough, he should give what he can. How much? Up to a fifth of his
wealth—the highest performance of the mitzvah; one tenth of his wealth—
medium; less than that is stingy. He should never give less than a third a shekel
per year; anyone who does has not fulfilled the mitzvah. (Rambam, Gifts to the
Poor 7:5)
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If a poor man requests money from you and you have nothing to give him, speak
to him consolingly. It is forbidden to upbraid a poor person or to shout at him
because his heart is broken and contrite, as it is said, “A broken and contrite
heart, O G-d, You will not despise” (Ps. 51:19), and it is written, “To revive the
spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite” (Is. 57:10). Woe to
him who shames a poor man. Rather one should be as a parent to the poor man,
in both compassion and speech, as it is said (Job 29:15), “I| am a parent to the
poor.” (Rambam, Gifts to the Poor 10:5)
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If there is a needy person among you, one of your kinsmen in any of your
settlements in the land that the Lord your G-d is giving you, do not harden your
heart and shut your hand against your needy kinsman. Rather, you must open
your hand and lend him sufficient for whatever he needs. ... Give to him readily
and have no regrets when you do so, for in return the Lord your G-d will bless
you in all your efforts and in all your undertakings. (Deuteronomy 15:7-10)
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“You shall not harden your heart”—refers to a person who becomes distressed
when considering whether or not to give;

“You shall not shut your hand”—refers to a person who extends his hand and
pulls it back. (Sifre)

X N272 X 719 a7 ' nia n'ann

NIYY 71D' Ny yn DX 'y DX D7D 0> DX XY R 1YY Dnnt nwy nixn
¥ 12D ATY IRIYN YN IR DRTYN N D71 IT Dixnn i nuayn vayn ni? Tinn
NV INKIY Y7 NN7NR Yan'y ' Y nTopn NINNLLIT NN vhan K7 YTV DT IR

. 121 [I"ARN )'NN2 Y'Y

It is an affirmative commandment to lend to the poor of Israel. For it is written, “If
you lend money to any of my people, to the poor with thee” (Exodus 22:24). From
this passage one might infer that lending money to the poor is optional, but when
we read in another passage “You shall surely lend him” (Deuteronomy 15:8), we
know that it is obligatory.

N 19 071 ai' nida n"ann

NIYY 71D' Jny YN DX 'y DX D7D 90> OX XY R Y7 Nnnt nwy nixn
¥ 72D ATY IRIYD YN IR DRTYN N D71 IT Xl A n0ayn vayn ni? Tintn
NV INKIY Y7 NN7NR yan'y ' Y nTopn NNt L IT NN vhan K7 YTV N1 IR

JIA AR 'R 1Y

Lending money to the poor man... is a more meritorious mitzvah than giving
charity to him who begs for it, for the one has already been driven to begging,
while the other has not yet reached that stage. Severe, indeed, is the censure of
the Law against him who withholds a loan from the poor. For it is written
(Deuteronomy 15:9), “Beware that there be not a base thought in your heart ...

20



and your eye be evil against thy needy brother, and you give him nothing.”
(Rambam, Laws of Lender and Borrower, 1:1)
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Rabbi Jonah said, “It is not written ‘Happy is he who gives to the wretched’ but
‘Happy is who who is thoughtful of the wretched’ (Psalms 41:2), who considers
the best way to perform the mitzvah.

What did Rabbi Jonah do? When he saw a previously wealthy poor person he
would say, “I have heard that you have inherited some wealth. Take this loan
now and you will repay me.” After he took it, he [Rabbi Jonah] would say, “It is a
gift for you.” (Yerushalmi, Shekalim 5:4)

A' N1YN N ;719 NIAX NDoN Nlvn

NINI DINX 1IN' DINXR 7w YD 1'Y DNKR N X7 [N AXNN NRTY NN DT YaX
VWO DINKR N K71 N RT T'oN DNKR NN 1792 Ay 'Y Nt K7

There are four dispositions toward charity: he who desires to give but who would
rather that others did not give—he begrudges the good of others; he who desires
that others give but is unwilling to give himself—he begrudges his own good; he
who gives and is desirous that others give also—he is a saintly man; he who
refuses to give and does not wish others to give, he is a wicked person. (Mishnah
Avot 5:13)
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When R. Yanai saw a person giving a zuz to a poor man in public, he said, “It
would have been better had you not given it to him now, than having given it to
him and embarrassing him.” (Hagigah 5:4)

But let each person well understand, that the one to whom he gives, he will come
to love. (Rav Eliyahu Dessler, Kuntrass Hachesed)
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Questions:

What are the reasons for the ranking of levels in Rambam’s ladder? Do
you agree with them? Are there other criteria that would change the
ranking of levels of tzedakah?

What are the different factors that the benefactor should take into
consideration about the recipient while giving money?

What are the benefits, and drawbacks, of the benefactor and recipient
remaining anonymous from each other? How do such concepts as dignity,
self-esteem, need, shame, and power play into the different levels of
Rambam’s ladder?

Why is lending, according to the Rambam, an even greater mitzvah than
tzedakah?

Is how one gives just as important as what one gives?

Exercise:

Before giving the students Rambam’s ladder, ask them to come up with different
kinds of charity and to rank them from highest to lowest. Then compare theirs to
the Rambam’s.

Or:

After studying Rambam’s ladder, take a number of different charities and have
the students rank them using Rambam as a guide.
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Jewish Views of Property
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For the land must not be sold beyond reclaim, for the land is Mine; you are but
strangers resident with Me. (Leviticus 25:23)
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Blessed be our G-d from whose [Property] we have eaten and by whose
goodness we live.
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When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the
edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not pick
your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave
them for the poor and the stranger: | the Lord am your G-d. (Leviticus 19:9-10)
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Do not think that you are giving to the poor from your own possession, or that |
despised him by not giving him as | gave you. For he is my son, as you are, and
his share is in your grain; it is to your benefit to give him his share from your
property.

This is the meaning of the use of the plural form—“And when you reap”—in the
beginning of the verse, and the use of the singular, “You shall not wholly reap”
afterwards. At the beginning the Torah uses the plural to designate the common
ownership of the filed by the owner, the poor and the stranger, for in truth, their
share is in it. Additionally, the owner usually hires poor people and strangers to
harvest the field, so the use of the plural form of “reap” refers to the owner and
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the reapers. Afterwards the norm—do not wholly reap but leave the corner—is
addressed to the owner himself. (Alshich)
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Mishnah Peah 8.7
One must not give the wandering poor man less than a loaf worth a pondion at a
time when four se’ahs of wheat cost one sela.
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R. Isaac said, Everyone who gives a prutah to a poor person is blessed with six
blessings, and he who consoles him with words is blessed with eleven blessings.
(Bava Batra 9b)
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You are commanded to give the poor man according to what he lacks. If he has
no clothing, he should be clothed. If he has no house furnishings, they should be
bought for him. If he has no wife, he should be helped to marry. If it is a woman,
she should be given in marriage. ...

If an orphan is about to be wed, one must first rent a house for him, spread a bed
for him, and provide all his furnishings, and only then have him marry a wife.
(Rambam, Gifts to the Poor, 7:3-4)
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Our rabbis taught “sufficient for his need” implies you are commanded to
maintain him, but you are not commanded to make him rich; “in that which he
wants” included even a horse to ride upon and a slave to run before him.

It was related about Hillel the Elder that he bought for a certain poor man who
was of a good family a horse to ride upon and a slave to run before him. On one
occasion he could not find a slave to run before him, so he himself ran before
him for three miles. (Ketubbot 67b)
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If he was in the habit of using gold articles, he shall now use silver ones. If he
was using silver ones, let him now use copper ones. (Ketubbot 67b-68a)

If it is known to us that the person has always been poor and he continues to
accept tzedakah until he takes gold and silver vessels, he is definitely a deceiver
for he really doesn’'t need them. He is concealing himself and his situation in
order to sustain himself from charity. So when we discover his ruse, we are not
obligated to help him. (Meiri)
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A man once applied for maintenance to R. Nehemiah. He asked: “What do you
eat?” “Fat meat and old wine,” he replied. “Do you agree to live with me on
lentils?” He lived with him on lentils and died. He said, “Alas for this man whom
Nehemiah killed!” On the contrary, he should have said, “Alas for Nehemiah who
killed this man!” But the man should not have indulged himself to such an extent.
(Ketubbot 67b)
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These are the precepts that have no prescribed measure: the corner of the field
[left for the poor], the first-fruit offering, the pilgrimage, acts of kinds, and study of
Torah. (Mishnah, Peah 1:1)
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Bartenura:

“No prescribed measure™—according to the Torah, but according to the Rabbis
there is a measure: Peah should consist of no less than one-sixtieth of a field
“acts of kindness”—with one’s body, such as visiting the sick, accompanying the
dead, etc.; but with one’s money, such as redeeming captives, clothing the poor
or feeding the hungry, etc., there is a measure.

Questions:

e Does everyone have an obligation to give? How much?

e |s tzedakah properly to be considered “giving” at all, or is it instead
property that belongs to the poor or the community, and that
owners/earners only hold in trust, as it were?

e According to Jewish sources, are there universal standards of needs, or
are needs determined on an individual basis? What are the advantages
and disadvantages of focusing on the problem or on the person?

e To what degree should the community meet the particular needs and
accustomed living standards of its welfare recipients?

Exercise:
Imagine someone very wealthy, such as Bill Gates or Donald Trump, suddenly

loses all his money. Drawing from the sources above, in what manner should
society enable them to live now?
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Fundraising
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In every city inhabited by Jews, it is their duty to appoint from among themselves
well known and trustworthy persons to act as alms collectors, to go around
collecting from the people every Friday. They should demand from each person
what is proper for him to give and what he has been assessed for, and should
distribute the money every Friday, giving each poor man sustenance sufficient for
seven days. This is what is called “alms fund.”

They must similarly appoint other collectors to gather every day, from each
courtyard, bread and other eatables, fruits, or money from anyone who is willing
to make a freewill offering at that time. They should distribute these toward that
same evening among the poor, giving therefrom to each poor man his
sustenance for the day. This is what is called “alms tray.”

We have never seen nor heard of a Jewish community that does not have an
alms fund, but not every community has an alms tray. (Rambam, Gifts to the
Poor 9:1-3)
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He who persuades and constrains others to give shall have a reward greater
than that of the giver himself, as it is said, “And the work of righteousness shall
be peace” (Isaiah 32:17). Concerning those who raise charity and their like, it is
said, “And they that turn the many to righteousness [shall shine] at the start”
(Daniel 12:3). (Rambam, Gifts to the Poor 10:6)
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A public fund needs to be collected by no less than two people, and distributed
by no less than three people. (Mishnah Pe’ah 8:7)
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lll-gotten wealth is of no avail, but tzedakah saves from death. (Proverbs 10:2)
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He who says, “I'm giving this sela to charity in order for my son to live or to have
a share in the world to come,” he is a fully righteous person. (Pesachim 8a-b)
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He is a righteous person in this matter, and we do not say that he did the mitzvah
not for its own sake, for he fulfilled his Creator's commandment to give tzedakah
even though he intended it for his own benefit or for his children’s welfare.
(Rashi)

R. Yohanan said, An illustration: A person committed a sin by visiting a prostitute
and paying her. As he was leaving her house, he encountered a poor man who
asked him for charity. He gave it to him and left. The man then said, “If God didn’t
want to forgive my sins, he would not have sent the poor man to me to give
tzedakah; so the sin that | just committed has been forgiven.” God said to him,
“‘Wicked man, do not think this way, but draw insight from the wisdom of
Solomon, who said, “Hand to hand will not cleanse evil.” (Midrash Proverbs 11,
21)
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He who refuses to give alms, or gives less than is proper for him, must be
compelled by the court to comply, and must be flogged for disobedience until he
gives as much as the court estimates he should give. The court may even seize
his property in his presence and take from him what is proper for him to give.
One may indeed pawn things in order to give alms, even on the eve of Shabbat.
(Rambam, Gifts to the Poor 7:10)

Questions:

e Why are alms collectors (fundraisers) considered greater than givers of
tzedakah? Are fundraisers today treated with the respect that the sources
here say they are due? If not, why?

e Why are more people required to distribute tzedakah than to collect it?

e Look at the verse from Proverbs above. In what sense(s) do you think it is
true?

e Does kavannah matter in the mitzvah of giving tzedakah?

Exercise:
Imagine you are a fundraiser in the Jewish community. What arguments would

you employ, based upon the teachings here, to convince people they should give
to the community fund?
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