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Tzedakah
Tzedakah may be charity, but it doesn't mean the same thing as "charity." The English word has connotations of love and caring; "tzedakah" is related to the word tzedek, or justice. In Judaism, giving money or material support for the poor is a matter of fulfilling an obligation, and of righting a social wrong. Jeffrey Dekro, founder and president of The Shefa Fund, taught me to think about the meaning of the image of scales that represents justice. The two sides of the scale of justice must be balanced. So too, the act of giving tzedakah involves restoring the relationship of giver and receiver as equals in society. 

Although the purpose of tzedakah is to meet the needs of the poor (see dei machsoro below, Jewish law fixes certain guidelines for how much one must give. To give twenty percent of income is most desirable; ten percent is the "intermediate" standard. Rabbi Moses Maimonides, the most famous codifier of the laws of tzedakah, outlined eight levels of tzedakah. The highest is to enable someone to become self-sufficient (see v'he-che-zakta bo); other levels deal with issues of anonymous or gracious giving. 

Gemilut Chasadim/Chesed
Chesed is the term that encompasses reaching out to or helping those in need-by visiting the sick, comforting people in mourning, welcoming travelers or guests, providing appropriate burial for the dead, throwing a wedding, or giving tzedakah. The rabbis of the Talmud teach that chesed is even greater than tzedakah because chesed can be done with the body as well as with money, for the rich as well as the poor, and for the dead as well as the living. 

Here too the usual English translation of "lovingkindness" misses a key element. In the Bible, chesed meant living up to a covenantal responsibility, so my Bible professors taught me to translate chesed as "covenant loyalty." Loyalty captures the blend of duty and feelings of concern, connection, and sympathy that we naturally have for those with whom we feel a bond. Doing chesed means feeling that loyalty toward all other human beings. We owe each other our compassion, not only when it happens to well up within us. 

Gemilut chasadim literally means "paying back chesed." Since chesed is showered on us each day, all our lives-from family and loved ones, from the created world around us-the only way to repay it is to do chesed for others. 

Tikkun Olam
Tikkun olam can be translated as "repairing the universe" or "fixing the world." Rabbi Yitzchak Luria, the great mystic and teacher of the 1500s, taught that during the creation of the world, in order to make room for the universe in the first place-the original act of chesed--God withdrew into the Divine self, and then sent a metaphorical divine light into the emptiness. The vessels that had been prepared to contain that light shattered, and as a result God's light dispersed throughout creation, where it remains trapped as hidden sparks. Creation is not finished until these sparks are released and reunited, which the mystics believe can only happen through the performance of God's commandments. 

The wider lesson from this version of creation is that God requires humanity as a partner in completing the work of creating a world that is whole. Tikkun Olam has come to mean repairing all that is broken about society. Around the globe, poverty, environmental degradation, violence, discrimination and prejudice are evidence that things are in great need of repair and completion. We do not and cannot depend on God to make things whole. Only we can finish the job. By the same token, each small act along the way may not always seem to make a difference, but it liberates another spark of divinity and redemption, and is therefore of cosmic importance. 

Dei machsoro
How much tzedakah is one required to give a poor person? The Torah says dei machsoro-"enough for his lack." The rabbis of the Talmud emphasize the possessive pronoun: his lack. There is no way to meet all of someone else's needs without knowing them, which requires taking on his or her perspective. Thus Maimonides explains that if a rich person had been accustomed to riding a horse led by a slave, you are obligated to purchase a horse and slave for him! 

This is the rabbis' way of noting that every person in poverty has a unique history, suffers a unique set of humiliations. Some needs are common, to be sure, but others are individual and even surprising. A person who lives in comfort, or a society governed by the comfortable, must be careful not to compound the suffering and indigity of "the poor" by assuming paternalistically that we know all "their" needs. This principle should guide not only individual action but public policy as well. 

V'hechezakta bo
The Torah teaches that when your brother becomes low, v'hechezakta bo-"you shall strengthen him." This is the source for the well-known idea that the highest form of tzedakah is to make someone strong, by providing a job, a business loan, or a partnership. We could also translate this phrase as "you shall hold onto him." Tzedakah is not to be done, so to speak, at arm's length, but with hands gripped together in fellowship. Holding on to one another creates an intimate bond, and strength is soon flowing in two directions. The same verse of Torah continues, "and he shall live with you." Social action may begin as an "outside job" of seeing someone else's need, but in the end there should be not only equality but fellowship. 

Peah
One of the biblical obligations imposed on Israelite farmers was to leave each peah, or corner, of a field unharvested, left for the poor. This mitzvah is developed by the rabbis of the Mishnah, the earliest Jewish legal code, in a series of rulings which declare that a field divided by a wide stream should be treated as two fields, and that a field planted half in one species and half in another also be treated as two fields-meaning not four corners, but eight, or even twelve or sixteen! 

These elaborations of the original peah law lead to two ethical disciplines. First, the farmer had to be conscious of his responsibilities to the poor with every change in landscape or crop. Second, as my student Nicole Simon pointed out, in practice the poor were not relegated to the unseen margins, but invited throughout the farmer's property. 

We might think in our day about the applications of these disciplines. Giving tzedakah not just all at once but with each paycheck seems to be an obvious one. And what if factories paused at the end of each run of Gap T-shirts to take the first and last bunch to give away? It's easy to multiply these ideas, all of which show that the principle behind the biblical peah was not just the amount left for the poor, but the consciousness of the giver as well. 

Ki Gerim Heyitem B'Eretz Mitzrayim
On more than one occasion, the Torah instructs us not to oppress the stranger, "because you were strangers in the land of Egypt." At the rossed, suffering. We should know better than to perpetuate injustice on others, through our actions or inactions. We should remind ourselves that we were victims ourselves, and that without organized action (and divine assistance) we would never have escaped. The same idea is expressed in the Passover haggadah, when we say that "in every generation, a person should view herself as having personally left Egypt". 

Former slaves should be specially attuned to slavery in any of its forms in the world today. 
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