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INTRODUCTION 

Th e 1970 ' s have seen the s t atus and reputation of 

economists reach an all-time low. They seem to be un

abl e to understand the complex , modern economy within 

which we live well enough to permit our p0litical lea

ders to control it . In the present s t a t e of quandary, 

i t is only na tural thl' t some researcher s will turn to 

the past to seek values and pr inciples which might be 

applied today as well. It is throu~h such a process 

that the idea for this thesis was first generated. 

One area of economic research that is as yet quite 

undeveloped is that deal i ng with the distribution of 

i ncome ~nd wea lth. It is diffi cult to just ify our pre

sent , highly skewed distribution on moral grounds , but 

economists , priding themselves on their value- free sci

ence , ha ve left s uch discuss ions to the pol iticians . 

Yet , they are poorly suited to fulfill this responsibility 

and t oo often avoid facing up to the problem. It was 

hoped , therefore , that out of this s tudy of the rabbinic 

under s t anding of th e proper relationship between the rich 

and the poor some guidelines and principles might be 

discovered . With these i n hand , one might then argue 

i n favor of a rabbinica lly inspired r edistribution of 

i ncome and wealth. 

However, i t soon became apparent that the rabbis did 

not share this concern over the proper dis tribution of 



income. Rather, they accepted the existing allocation as 

beinF, a just one , since they saw it as an integral part of 

G-d ' s overall plan . Although they urged the rich to be 

generous to the poor and to fulfill the spirit of the 

mit~vot of tzedakah , there were few formal legal institu

tions through which wealth and i ncome were to be allocated 

more equally . The system of tithes and taxes was one such 

mechan ism as was the theoretical construct of the Jubilee 

Year , but the rabbis ' primary concern lay elsewhere . What 

was the purpose of the existing distribution within G- d ' s 

plan? Why did people have to suffer the great hardships 

of beinp. poor? The rabbis ' problem was one of theodicy : 

How could G- d make people poor? 

Once the focus of the rabbinic material had been de

t ermined , the midrashim which had been collected began to 

fit into a clear, discernible pattern . The chapters of 

2 

this thesis are arran~ed in such a way as to make that 

pattern apparent to the reader. First , the biblical under

standing of the issue a t hand is presented to give an 

overview of the sett ing out of which the r abbis developed 

their own ideas . The next two chapters deal with the nature 

of wealth and poverty , respectively . Here economic status 

i s placed within the spectrum of other religious and social 

values. Their understanding of the burdens of poverty led 

the rabbis to prefer a state of at least moderate wealth 

a nd to be very concerned with the ways i n which such a 



state might be achieved and main t ained . Chapters 4 and 5 

deal with G- d ' s r ole in the distribution of income and 

with the purpose of poverty within His plan . G-d de

termines the allocation of economic resources; the rich 

a re but the custodians of His wealth. Poverty may have 

instrumental value, leadi ng as i t sometimes does to more 

r ight eous behavio r , but the poor are t o be consoled 

primarily with t he knowledge that G-d i s very close to 

them i n their suffering. The following chapter deals 

with the tests which both the rich and the poor must 

und erFO in the context of their economic status . The 

two economic gr oupings are tested differ ently and the 

results of t hese test s will determine, in part, how 

l ong they will remain in their pr esent condition of 

wea lth or poverty . Fina lly , the conclus ion will consider 

the role that the principles and values which underlie 

this area of rabbinic thought can play i n our modern 

wor ld and will suggest directions for additional re

search . 

The data upon which this study i s based are taken 

primarily from midrash aggadah . The modern researcher 

who seeks to discover the r abbinic understandin~ of any 

concept or i ssue is faced with a nearly insurmountable 

data problem. He cannot possibly go through all of the 

midrashic ma t er ial to find that portion which dea ls with 

his subject of interest so he i s forced to adopt a more 

J 
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efficient, though l ess complete, method of data retrieval. 

Given the nature of the concor dances which are avail able , 

the most r easonable a pproach i nvol ves t h e use of key words . 

\'/hen all of the midrashim which contain the key words used 

in the rabbinic discussion of an iss ue are c0llected, the 

researcher has a good sampling of the r abbi nic opinion on 

tha t subject . In t his m~ nner , the following t erms wer e 

used ror this study : , e1, 'jl"t, 'J Y, J\)1'tt, 1 'tY ,lelt, 1JY 
f ?0/1 1 f ~ , )\fJ1 With these terms as reference points , 

M. Cross ' concordance Otzar Ha •aggadah was used to generate 

some two hundred midrashic sour ces . In addition , several 

secondary materials were consulted and these l ed to the 

collection of anot her hundred and fifty citations . The 

most helpful of these refer enc es were C. G. Montefiore 

and H. Loewe ' s A Rabbinic Anthology, C. G. Mont efiore ' s 

Rabbinic Literat ure and Gospel Teachings , and Strack and 

Billerbeck ' s Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und 

Midrasch . 

The cit a tions collected for this study a r e by no 

means exhaustive of t he references to wealth and pover ty 

i n the agy.adic literature . Nevertheless , there does not 

seem to be any apparent bias favoring midr ashim from some 

sources over those f r om others . Thus, it seems reasonable 

to conclude that the data include a represent ative sampling 

and gi ve a true picture of the rabbinic thinking in this 

area . It is hoped that this will be but the fi rst of a 



series of studies which seek to discover the values a nd 

principles underlying rabbinic thought in an effort to 

improve our understandinr, of Jewish tradition and t o help 

us beyin to handle some of the ethical problems of our 

modern society. 

5 



CHAPTER I 

THE BIBLICAL VIEW 

The various books of the Bible cover many centuries 

of l ife i n ancient Israel. They reflect i n part the no

madic ethic, the early munic ipal societ y , the monarchy 

and the post-exil ic state . Over this long period, the 

socio-economic characterictic ~ of Isra el changed drama-

tically and there were concomit ant changes i n t he views 

held about wealth and poverty. To achieve some level 

of under s t a nding of the overall biblical view , we must 

firs t depict the stages of this development . 

Durin~ the nomadic period there were no sharp dis

tinctions between the rich and the poor. 1 The bonds of 

brotherhood a nd the ties within the extended families 

averted extr eme poverty and it was the rare tribe that 

achieved great wea lth (cf . Gen . 1) : 2 ; 14:23) . There 
2 were slaves, but very few f r ee-born poor. Settlement 

on the land led to the formulation of the municipal law 

which is round in Deuteronomy. Yet, even now there was 

general economic equal ity as can be seen i n the data 

f r om t he t enth century excavations at Tirsah whi ch show 

houses of very s imilar size and arr angement. This may 

be due to the use of l o t s in partitioning t he land among 

the famil i es and clans (Num . 26 : 55-56 ; 27:7; 3J : 54 ; )6:2) . 3 

By the eighth century , however, this pictur e changes and 

we find great differenc es between the houses of the rich 

6 



and those of the poor. Between these two periods there was 

a social revolution and prosperity was the order of the 

day. 4 The earlier tribal equality had been destroyed by 

the al ienation or loss of family property and by the prac

tice of lending at interest . This resulted in pauperism 

and enslavement. 5 Now there were large landowners on 

whose property most of the people toiled in serf-like 

d
. . 6 con 1t1ons . The monarchy also led to the crea~ion of a 

new ~roup : the king 's officials . They were often quite 

rich . Yet , despite the growing differences between the 

rich and the poor , the different groups had no awareness 

of themselves as socio-economic classes . 7 Then as a result 

of the exile , all wealth was lost. It is possible that the 

understondin~ of the term " poor" as a sectarian designation 

arose durine the period of exile . When the people returned 

to I s rael , the concentration of wealth became even more 

extreme as a priestly aristocracy developed . 8 

While there was never a feudal s ystem in operation in 

Israel , the concept behind such a system did play a role 

in the people ' s thinking, albeit in a transmuted form . For 

the Israelites , G- d was the king ; He owned all of the land 

( Ps . ?4 : J) . He gave Israel to His people (Num. )/1- 36 ; 

7 

0 
Joshua J1-l9} and blessed individua l s with wealth (IK 3 : 13). " 

This r eligious understandinr, was the basis for much of the 

legislation in the Bible which sought to alter the distribu

tion of wealth . Thus , the Sabba tica l year (Ex . 23 : 10-lJ ; 

Lev . ?.5 : 2-7) served as a reminder to the landholdPr that he 
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had only a limited right to his possessions and the Jubilee 

Year (Lev. 25; 27 : 16-25; Num. J6 : 4)was based on the con

cept that land could not be sold absolutely for it belonged 

to G-d .10 In addition , the annual tithe to G-d, the third 

year tithe for the poor (Deu. 14:28- 29; 26:12-J5) , the laws 

concerning gleanings (Lev. 19 : 9-10; 2):22; Deu. 24 : 19- 21) 

and the rights of passers- by to satisfy their immediate 

hunger (Deu. 23 : 25-6) were all grounded in this theological 

concept . 11 

Leaving our chronological analysis, let us now turn 

to a literary consideration of the most relevant books of 

the Bible . By combining both of these approaches perhaps 

we can get some idea of the over all biblical view as it 

came down to the rabbis . Once again, it is important to 

note that the various books of the Bibl e were written in 

different historical periods by severa l writers and editor s . 

Thus, we will find that the attitudes change as we go from 

the books of the prophets to Psalms and then to Proverbs. 

This may be due in part to the different economic condi

tions under which the authors lived and in part to the socio

economic grouping from which they came or with which they 

sympathized. 

The primary thrust of the prophets seems to be an 

opposition to the extravagances of the rich and t o the un

ethical ways in which the Israelites increased their wealth. 

They urged the rich to be concerned about the welfare of 
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the poor and to treat them well (Isa . 58 : 7, JO; Ezek . J8 : 7, 16) . 

Amos is particularly vehement in his denunciation of ruth

lessness i n the accumulation of wealth and of ostent atious 

self-indulgence (Amos 2: 6- 8; 4 : 1 ; 5: ll ; 6 : L-6; 8 :1~ , 6; 

3:J2,J5) . He opposes the latter even when no one is harmed 

in the process because it reveals the callousness of the 

rich i n the face of the need s of the poor (Amos 6 :6) . l 2 

I sa i:~h forsees the coming of a day of judgment when the 

rich will lose their wealth since it has caused them to 

become arrogant (Isa . 2) . He opposes those in power who 

oppress the poor and who overindulge in personal luxuries 

(Isa. J : l4- 26 ; 10 : 1- 3) . Furthermore , in the Book of Isaiah 

we find wa rnings to those who foreclose on insolvent proper

ties that woeful times are ahead (Isa. 5: 8) and even state-

ments which go so far as to equate the wicked with the rich 

(Isa . 51 : 9) . 13 Jeremiah continues in this vein by notinr, 

the deceit, wickedness and greed of the rich (Jer. 5: 27- 28 ; 

6 : J) ; ?.2 : JJ) as well as the temptation to rely on and boast 

about one ' s wealth (Jer. 9:22). He sounds a familiar 

theme when he protests against ill-gotten wealth using the 

poip;nant metaphor of "eggs hatched by a bird that has not 

laid them" ( J er. J 7: lJ ) . J ~ Unlike the authors of the 

Wisdom Literature , the prophets never condemn the poor 

for havinr, brouF,ht poverty upon themselves through lazi

ness or irresponsibility {cf. Prov . 6: 6-7; J0 : 4; 13:8 ; 

23 : ?.1) , nor did they idealize the poor (Isa . 9: 12- J6 ; 



Jer. 5: 3- 5 ; 6 : 13) whom they saw not as a separate class but 

as defenseless i nd ividuals . l5 , l 6 

In the book of Psalms we y,enerally find that a differ

ent approach is taken. Here wealth is often regarded as 

somethinR inherently evil and ungodly (Ps . 49:6- 7,Jl , 17f; 

52 : 9 ; 62 : ll ) . 17 The Psalms are i n general the voice of the 

10 

lower economic ~rouping , of the needy and the poor , who 

have nothing but their piety and the~r faith . Thus , al

thouph there are a few cases in which the prophets associ

ate the rich with the oppressor (Isa . 53 :9; Amos 2 :6f ; 

7.eph. 2 : 3 ; ) : 12-13) , this becomes a major thrust i n Psalms 

(Pss . JO , J2 , 14 , 37 , 40, 41 , 49 , 52 , 70 , 72, 73, 74). 18 •19 

This cha racteri?.ation of the rich is combined with the 

identification of the poor as the meek, which can be seen 

in the link between the Hebrew words j1' and _9Y , in 

the pa rallelism of Zeph . 2 : 3 and 3 : 12- 13 , and as the oppres-

sed which is derived f r om the similar roots. In some psalms 

the poor are the holy remnant, a particular relir,ious affilia

tion in ancient Israel , and the hope is expressed that G-d 

will vindicate Himself and that the ri~hteous poor will be 

rewardect. 20 

It is only when we turn to Proverbs that we find the 

poor bein~ blamed for their poverty . Now the work ethic 

is stressed (Prov. 10:4, 5 , 26 ; 11 : 16 ; 12 : 11 , 24 ; 13 : 4 ; 14:23 ; 

15 : J9; 18 : 9 ; 28 : 19) . Man should l earn from the ant that 

he must work (Prov. 6 : 6- 11). Wealth is now the reward for 

piety , ri~hteousness and wisdom (Prov. J : J6 ; 8 :18, 21 ). The 



prov erbs reflect the ideals of the prosperous groups . The 

tea chers of the rich tried to give wealth a spiritual mean-

ing, either by dismissing the differences between the rich 

and the poor (Prov . 22 : 2 ; 29 : 13) or by pointinc out the 

perils of both wealth and poverty (Prov. J0 : 8f). 2
J How-

ever , there seems to be a peculiar mixing of common pro-

verbs, i.e . the conventional wisdom, and " accept ed" re-

ligious proverbs . This may explain the apparent contradic

tion between many pairs of proverbs . While it is stressed 

that wealth is the r eward of hard work (Prov . J0 : 4f) , this 

is l ater corr ected (Prov . 10:22) and righteousness becomes 

the source of wealth . Again, while wealth is described as 

a " strong city to its possessor" (Prov. 18 :1J) , this is 

th en modified to r ead " the name of the Lord i s a strong 

tower" for the righteous (Prov . l8:JO). Thus, although 

in the Book of Proverbs the overall feeling about wealth 

is a v ery positive one , the authors of the proverbs do 

a ttempt to spi rituali ze that feeling and , as we shall see 

below, appeal to the rich to act in a beneficent manner 

toward the poor (Prov . 14:21 , Jl; 17:5 ; 19 : 17 ; 21 : 13 ; 22 ; 
22 

?8 ; 29 : 7 , J /1 ; )0 : 14; 31 :9) . This ameliorative strategy 

is desi~ned to counteract some of the bad effects of pri-

vate property. 

Keeping in mind the different outlooks of the parts 

of the Bible described above , let us try nevertheless to 

11 

achieve some under s tandiny, of the overall view of wealth 

and poverty which its authors a nd editors possessed. Wealth , 



the abundance of pr operty, is expressed by the Hebrew 

words JI?) , f n, and 1er, which mean literally ability, 

power , abundanc e . 23 The source of wealth is two-fold, 

part human and part Divine . One cannot become rich with

out workiny.; yet, i t is G-d who must bless the fruit of 

our labors if we are to be successful (Ps . 127 : 1 ; Prov . 

J0 : 22 ; Koh . 2 : 24 ; J : JJ; 5: 18 ; ~ : 17) . From the human side , 

wealth can be achieved throur,h labor guided by understand

inp, (Prov. 24 : 3f) and wisdom (Prov . 3 : 16 ; 8 : 18 , 21) ; from 

the side of the Divine , it is the reward of righteousness 

and piety (Prov. 11 : 28) . 24 

':lealth is clea r ly a blessing in the eyes of the 

biblical authors , but it is neither the highest bless

in~ nor is it an unmixed one. Of all the good things in 

life , wealth is one of the most precious . 25 It gives 

one security f r om the vicissitudes of life (Prov. 10 : 15 ; 

J8 : Jl) , protects one ' s life by enabling him to pay off 

his lepal suits (Prov. JJ : 8) and brings one many friends 
26 and much influence (Prov. 14: 20 ; 19 : 4 , 6; 22 : 7) . Yet , 

more precious than wealth a re a good name {Prov. 22 : J) , 

peace (Prov. J7 : 1) , the fear of G-d (Prov. 15:J6) , love 

(Prov. J5 : J7) , righteousness (Ps. 37: J6; Prov. 16 : 8), 

t ruth fulness (Prov . 19: 22) and integrity (Prov. 19: J ; 

28 :6) . Kohelet warns the rich against becoming misers 

who have no family and no friends but spend their time 

chasin~ after useless riches (Koh. 4 : 7- 12) . 

J2 
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Moreover , wealth brings with it many trials and t r ibu-

lations . The rich cannot be fully secure in their wealth . 

\'lorryin.i; about it keeps them up at night (Job 27: J9 ; Prov . 

23 :4- 5; 27: 24 ; Koh . 5:11) . 27 Riches a r e never enoueh to 

satisfy the craving fo r more , making men ~rePdy and en

couraging them to use all means of trickery and deceit to 

increase their holdings (Prov . 28 : 22 ; Isa . 5: 8 ; Koh . 4 : 8 ; 

Amos 2 : 6 ; I I Sam. 12 ; Hosea 6:6 ; 12 : 8 ; Micah 2 : 2 ; 3: 3; 

6 : 12 ; Jer . 5: 27- 28 ; 6:13 ; 22 : 13) . 28 They l ead their 

possessors into the trap of overconfidence and a rro~ance 

and event ually cause them to trust only in themselves and 

to forget their G-d ( Deu. 8 :17; 32 :15 ; Hosea 13 :6 ; Ezek . 

28 ; Job J J : 2h f ; Isa . 3 :16- 17). The purpose of much of this 

exhort3tion was to keep the r ich from making wealth t heir 

single ~oal in life . Although t he biblical author s were 

aware that many of t he rich were not righteous and that many 

of the poor were , they felt that there was some connection 

bet ween the retention of one's wealth and the style of life 

which one adopted . Thus, the rich were warned against lazi

ness , dealing with harlot s , drunkenness , serving as surety 

for debtors and ost entatiousness (Prov . 6 :6- 11 ; 24 :30- 34; 

26 : JJ- J 5; Hosea 8 : 14 ; Amos ) : 5; 5: 11) . 29 

Appeals to help the poor are found t hroughout the 

Bible, but especially, as we have seen , in the Dock of 

Proverbs. Here it is the duty and special obligat ion of 

the rich to hel p them (Deu . 15 :1J) and concern fo r them is 
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most meritorious (Prov . 29 : 7) . Such consideration brou~ht 

one increased blessing , for he who honors the poor, honors 

G-d (Ps. 41 : 2; Prov . J4: 2J , 31) . The r ich a r e reminded of 

the common history of all Jews , and especially of t he bond

a~e i n Egypt ( Deu . JO : JS- 19; 16 : 2 ; 5: 15) , and of the one 

G- d who created us a ll (Job 31 : 15 ; Mnl . 2: 10 ). They are 

told th fl t the almsgiver will never "'iecome poor because 

G-d will bless him (Prov. 1J : 24) . 30 

Poverty i s expressed in the Bible by many t enns . 31 

Th e major ones a re j'r , A a nd f'';llc, while 1on , 
e1 , IJOtl , and '";)'in appear l ess f r equently. In many of 

them the absence of food i s the critical concern a lthouph 

JY nl so includes the idea of the oppr ession of the poor 

by the rich and ~ most often r efer s to those \·tho were 

once r ich but who have lost their wealth . In all of these 

cases , poverty is seen as an evil caused by man ' s own 

actions , e . g . sumptuous liv in~ (Prov. 21 : 17; 23 : 21) , s loth 

a nd laziness (Prov . 6 :6- Jl ; J9 : 15 ; 24: 30- 34), foolish ex

ploits and s tubbornness (Prov. 12 : 11 ; J):J8; 28 : 19) or 

oppression , ~reed and deceit (II Sam. 12 : 1-2; J e r . 22 : 13 ; 

Prov . ?0 : 2J ; 28 : 22 ) . Yet , if we look more closely, we 

fi nd thot none of t hese cases refers t o those who have 

ahrays been poor. Rat her , th ey refer to those who were 

once rich and hav e become poor. The causes of normal 

continuinR poverty can only be found in the broadest 

possible sense and include calamity , plague , wa r , disease , 



and crop failures (Ex . 10:4-5; Num. 1J : 4- 5 ; Judges 10 : 8 ; 

Ps . J05 : J l~ ). 3 2 There are very few references which at

tribute the distribution of income directly to G-d (I Sam. 

? : 7; Job J : 2J ); in most cases poverty i s not seen as bein~ 

foreordained by G-ct . 33 Perhaps this is due to the !'act 

tha t poverty was accepted as being a part of the natural 

condition of life , especially since so many were poor. 

Poverty is r egarded as one of the greatest evils 

(Prov . J0 : 15 ; 15 : 15) . Life is hardly worth living in 

such a state of wretchedness (Job 24: 4-13; Koh. 4: J- J ) . 

15 

Unlike their more fortunate co- religionists, the poor 

a r e subject to every stroke of fate, they hav e no friends 

a nd receive no support from their relatives (Prov . 13: 8; 

J l, : 20 ; J9 :1, ,7). Indeed, the worst curse which one 

Israelite might wish upon another is that he becorne poor 

(II Sam. ) : 29 ; Ps . 109: 9-10) . Ev en slavery was to be pre-

ferred to economic insecurity and we find the poor selling 

thems elves and their children (Ex. 21 : 7ff; Lev . 25 : 39ff; 

N eh . 5: 5) . 

Yet, once again we find that one's economic status 

is not the ultimate fa~tor i n the quality of one ' s life . 

Poverty may be an evil , but it i s not the gr eatest evil . 

As we have seen above, ill- gotten wealth is not to be 

pref erred to poverty and inner peace in the midst of 

poverty can be a most satisfactory situation (Prov . 28 : 6 ; 

Koh. /1 : J3- J 4 ; Prov . 15 : 15- J? ; J? : l). In addition , poverty 



is also a test of the poor. The Bible warns them of the 

temptation to steal and counsels t hem t o remain faithful 

to the statutes and covenant of G- d (Prov. 30: 9). They 

must accept their condition in humility, not because it 

was ordained by G- d , but because G-d could bring it to 

irooct . 34 

Realizing tha t it may be v 0 ry difficult for the 

poor, in their misery , to follow this advice , the bi

blical authors of fer encouragement by stressin~ the 

special relationship between G- d and the poor (Deu. 10 : 

18 ; Prov . 22 : 22- 2)) . 35 The poor a r e frequently referred 

to as betnp; G-d ' s people (Ps . 72 : 2; l0 : 14 ,17-18; 68:6 ; 

69 :Jh ; Prov . 22 : 22-23 ; Job 5:15 ; Isa. 3:15), for He will 

not forget but will comfort , pity and deliver them from 

their troubles (Ps. 9: 1),18- 19; 10 : 12 ; 12 : 6; 34 :6 ; 69: 34 ; 

86 : 1; J07: 4l; JJ2:15 ; Job 5:15 ; Isa. 11 : 4; 25 : 4; 29: 19 ; 

~ J : J ?; Jer. 20 :13 ) . Whoever oppresses the poor insults 

G-d , while he who is merciful t o them or who lends them 

support honors G- d and will be repaid by Him (Prov . 14:31 ; 

19 :17). Those who do not heed the cry of the poor, will 

not be heard when they cry out to G-d (Prov. 2l : JJ) . This 

special relationship, unlike that between G-d and the rich, 

is almost a le~al claim which the poor have on G- d and one 

mip:ht define the "poor" as those who can justifiably 

expect Divine protection (Ps . 9 :10; 14: 5-6; 18 : 26 ; J5 :J O; 

JJ6 :6 ; J32 : J5 ; l~O : J2 ; 146:7; 149: 4). 36 It i s as if this 

J6 
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is th E r eward which the poor receive for servi ng as G-d ' s 

instrument. 

Throur,h the deuteronomic legislation and the exhorta

tions of t he prophets, the Bible seeks social just ice 

fo r the poor (Deu. 10: 17-18 ; II Sam. 22 : 28 ; Isa . 25 : 4 ; 

Amos 2 : 6 ; 4 : 1- 2) . We have not ed a bove the theolo~ical 

basis of many of the biblical " poor laws" and this legis

lation extended to full protection bef ore the law (Ex . 

22 : 3 ; Deu . J6 :19; Ps . 82 : 3) , the prohibition a~ainst 

usury {Ex. 22 : 25 ; Lev . 25 :36 ; Oeu . 23 : 30) , the special 

re~ulations concerning a poor man ' s offering at the 

Temple ( Deu . 23 : 25 ) and the i nclusi on of the poor i n 

al l holiday cel ebrations (Deu. 16 : 11-12) . 

Yet, the legislation which would have had the 

F, reatest impact on the distribution of income and wea lth 

was the Sabbatical yea r, the Jubilee year and the 

institution of the fl'tlt (Ruth 4:9; Jer. 32 : 6- 9} . All 

of these wer e efforts to limit the exploitation of the 

l~nd and its concentration l n the hands of a small part 

of the population. The ideal situation was that expressed 

in Deu . 15 : ~ , " there shall be no needy among you ." Every 

m;m was to sit under his own vine and under his 0\'"1 fig 

tree (Micah 4 : L; Zech. 3 : 10 ; I K 5: 5} . Yet, the biblical 

authors recogni~ed that this was not a p r actical goal and 

that in fact "the poor shall never cease out of the land" 

{Deu . J5 : JJ) . Therefore , they tried to establish laws 

17 
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which would limit the extent of the poverty and would 

ma intain some degree of equality. It is unclear whether 

the Sabba tical and Jubilee years were merely expressions 

of the Utopian ideal or whether they were statutes to 

be enforced. Most scholars a r e of the opinion tr.at these 

l avts expressed an ideal of social justice and equality and 

that they were rega rded as Utopian in na ture and were not 

put into effect . 37 Pover ty could not be eradicated nor 

could it be eased to any great extent . 

In conclusion , the Israelite was taught that though 

it w3s important , one's economic status had only a rela

tive value , that poverty was not the p.;reatest evil nor 

wealth th e greatest blessin~ . To the extent that G- d has 

determined the distribution of income (I Sam. 2: 7) , He has 

J8 

done so in His good providence and there will be blessings and 

challenges for both the rich and the poor. JS While the mes

sianic vision involves the flow of a ll riches to the f aith-

ful of Israel (Isa . 45 : 14 ; 60 : 15- 16 ; 60 : lJ; Micah 4 : 13) , 

the optimal economic position in the present is neither 

p. re?. t poverty nor ~reat wealth . It is expressed most 

succinctly in Prov . JO : Sb-9 : 

Give me neither poverty nor riches: 
Feed me with mine allotted bread . 

Lest I be full, and deny , and say : 
' Who is th e Lord? • 

Or lest I be poor , and steal , 
And profane the name of my G- d . 
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CHAPTER II 

THE RABBINIC VIE\'/ OF WEALTH 

In this chapter we will turn to an investi~ation of 

the rnbbinic understandin~ of the nature of wealth. First, 

the various definitions of "a rich man" will be presented, 

together with the usages of the words 1f.fl and 

Then , we will put the quality oi wealth in perspective by 

com't)rtrinf! it with other qualities which the r abbis consid

ered more desirabl e . In the third section, the proper a

mount of wealth will be discussed and the chapter will con

clude with a presentation of the rabbini guide to becoming 

rich. 

A ouestion which th e rabbis asked quite often is: 

Who is rich? The most comprehensive and characteristic 

set of answers is found in T. B. Shabbat 25b : 

Who is rich? 

R. Meir says : Whoever is at peace with his wealth . 

R. Tarfon says : Whoever has 100 vineya rds , JOO 
fields and 100 slaves to work them. 

R. Akiba says : Whoever has a wife whose deeds are 
pleasing . 

R. Jose says : Whoever has a toilet near his table . J9 

These answers can be divided into two groups : those which 

focus on a strict materia listic interpretation of wealth 

and those which take a broader view . R. Tarfon and R. Jose 

fit into the first category of strict interpretation while 

R. Meir and R. Akiba fit into the second one. Since . R. 
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Tarfron is noted in the midrash for his p,reat wealth, one 

mi~ht expect him to concentrate on material wealth . (T . B. 

Neda rim 62a) However, the emphasis in rabbinic thour.ht 

seems to have been alon~ the lines of the loose or weak 

definitions. This does not mean that material wealth play

ed no r ole but that a reasonable amount of wealth was as-

sumed . 

p:i ven 

Such an understanding cqn be seen in the definition 

elsewhere or the rich man or P'J'J' e• k as: 
;') f11 ~ ~ ;,eJ i' ltl~i ~ ~ 

He who makes a fair livin~. 
(Vayikra Rabbah J4 : 4) 

We find R. Meir ' s answer expressed in three other places 

as well : T. B. Tamid J2a; Bamidbar Rabbah 22 :8; M. Avot 4:J. 

In those places , the Hebrew terminology is chanp,ed from 

R. Mei r ' s n , , j) 0) to nt.Jf, , possibly showing that 

th~ true interpretation of both phrases is something more 

positive than "at peace". He is rich who gets somethin,f! 

positive from what he has , whether it be satisfaction, 

plPasure or even happiness, and who does not continue to 

strive after greater weal th . (Damidbar Rabbah 22 : 8) 40 

R. Akiba ' s statement can now be seen in a different light 

as well . As Rava told the people of Machuza : Honor your 

wiv es , for in this w,qy you shall become rich (or , be en

riched) . (T. B. Baba Metziah 59a) 41 So , too , is a man 

enriched when the deeds of his wife are pleasing to him , 

although this may be related t o the fact that one ' s wife 

was seen as his most important possession. Hence, a ~ood 
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wife is riches . 

Elsewhere in the midrash, we find additional insights 

i nto the nature of the rich man. He is truly independent . 

In Num. J6 : J5 Moses proclaims that he has not accepted as 

much as an ass despite the preroRatives of his high position 

which would have enabled him to accumulate great wealth . 

(see , e.£., T.B. Yoma 22b) He W3S so rich that he could 

be completely free of such t emptations . Amos is described 

21 

as bein~ even rich er and more independent . (T . B. Nedarim )8a) 

With t his ereat f r eedom to act as they wish, the wealthy 

are accepted by some midrashim as being truly rich only if 

they are honored by the members of their city as a result 

of their wealth, i.e., as a res ult of the way in which they 

have used it . (T . B. Kiddushin 49b) Thus, we fi nd that R. 

Judah HaNasi and R. Akiba honored the rich whenever they 

acted with mercy and truth . {T.B. Eruvin 86a) 42 In this 

vein, the word 1 'eY is interpreted as meaning not 1 'et 
P 'o ~ ;) , rich in property , but rather as fft~ ;:;, ;•e 1 , 

~enerous . t) (T . B. Ketubot 68a) 

Communit y leaders were often rich men . Inceed , R. 

El azar b . Azariah was chosen to replace Rabban Gamliel 

as the head of the a ca demy in part because he was rich. 

This was seen as a distinct advantage since R. Ela7.ar 

would be able to finance personally the costs of any trips 

to appear bP.fore the caesar and could pay taxes to him 

and brin~ him the gifts involved in such ne~otiations . 

(T . B. Berachot 27b , 57b) All of the prophets were rich 
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men , havin~ material wealth and bein~ independent . Amos 

did not have to support himself out of his activity as a 

prophet; he was not a professional. Jonah could hire an 

entire ship in an effort to use his free will to flee . 

(T . B. Nedarim J8a) The rabbis went even further . The 

shechinah would rest only on those who were among other 

thin~s rich . (T . B. Shabbat 92a) 44 While it is clear that 

this midrash is hyperbolic in nature , it is significant 

that weal th is included i n the list of necessary qualities 

and that it is not sufficient by itself. Perhaps , for 

those upon whom the shechinah rested , wealth was a conse-

ouence r a ther than a prerequisite . 

Tn all of these cases and throuphout all of the 

v~rious interpretations, wealth is regarded as a blessing, 

as something good . The midrash calls it 1jl' , precious 

(Shoher Tov, Shmuel 8), and goes on to state that it is 

pleasant or fittin~ for the righteous and for the world. 

1:Jealth can be good for society and it can literally be a 

crown for the wise person . It is appropriate for the 

ri~hteous who both deser ve it and know how to use it for 

pood. (M. Avot 6: 8) The world needs such rich people and 

the poor are forbidden to curse them. Indeed , as Monte-

fiore puts it, a certain amount of wealth is requisite for 

the man who is to be re~arded as being in complete harmony, 

both inwardly and outwardly, and most fully endowed . 45 

Yet , in the scale of values, wealth was not consider

ed the most significant although the temptation to make it 
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so was very great . One might even come to the point where 

he valued his wealth mor e than h i s life or than the pl easures 

and comforts of his body . The .1';l~lcl prayer is seen as en

compassinY. this possibility and as commanding sucn people to 

love G-d with all of their wealth . The true purpose of this 

nidrash miy.ht be to encourage them to look past their pos

sessions and to love G- d not money . (T . B. Berachot 6Jb ; 

Sotah J2a) An inter esting e;eneralization about the rela

tivity of wealth is found i n Kohelet Rabbati J2 : 9 where the 

rabbis note that both the rich and the poor want what they 

do not have . As the rich buy more , they come to despise 

what they had previously acquired, s triving endlessly to 

i ncrease their holdings . \~hat is despised by the rich is 

greatly desired by the poor whose eyes are always higher 

than their station. Once again we must conclude th~t those 

who possess a modicum of wealth may be the only ones who 

can withstand this temptation and concentrate on the non

financial aspects of their lives . 

Despite their gr eat concern with the need for the i n

dividual to become economically self-sufficient, the rabbis 

repeatedly stressed that the study of Torah took precedence . 

There could be no excuse for not studyin~ , neither the anx

ieties of the poor nor the worries of the r ich were accept

able reasons. The very poor R. Akiba and the rich R. Elazar 

b. Harsom would bear witness against those who claimed that 

their economic posit ion prevented them from studying Torah . 

(T . B. Yoma J5b) In fact , one should forget his livelihood 
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and dedicate himself to Torah , the highest value. When R. 

Ilfa and R. Yochanan chose different ways to spend their 

lives , the former left the academy and became rich while 

the latter returned to the academy and became its head. Of 

the two , only R. Yochanan had achieved somethin~ truly sig

niticant. (T . B. Ta ' anit 2Ja) 46 Business was considered a 

[G~ 1 il4 , a n idle thing, almost a waste of time . (Midrash 

T ' hilim 5 : ~) R. Jochanan was pra:sed for having sold all 

of his many holdin~s , leaving himself nothing for his old 

aye , and dedicating himsel f compl et ely to study . (Pesi kt a 

de Rav Kahana 178b) On the other hand, the tribes of Gad 

and RP-uven a re described as wicked because they put th~ 

primary value (Torah) after the secondary one (money) . 

(Bamidbar Rabbah 22 : 8) 47 

Torah study i s in a category by itself. Part of its 

reward is vouchsafed for the righteous in the world- to-come. 

Thus , while the rich and the poor are equal before the f[rave, 

havinp, to leave all of their possessions behind them , Torah 

and P'OOd deeds escort one into the next world . (M. Avot 6 : 9) 

The satisfact ions of wealth , on the other hand , are a t mos t 

temporary . (Kohelet Rabbati 12 : 9) We enter the world with 

clenched fists , expecting to inherit great wealth , but we 

l ertve it with open hands , knowing that wealth is not for us . 
l 8 (Kohelet Rabbati 5:J4)~ During our lives , we will often 

imitate the fox who sought entry i nto a fenc ed off vine

yard . To fit through the hole i n the fence he had to diet . 

Once he had done so and had eaten heartily from the vine-



yard he found that he could not leave until he had dieted 

ap.;ain . Our net gain from such striving after wealth is of 

little lastini; value. (Kohelet Rabbati 5: 14) Elsewhere, 

this is stated more stron~ly: Gold and silver drive a per

son out of this world and out of the world to come while 

Torah brings one the full rewards of the world- to-come . 

(Sifrei J9b- 40a) In fact , the study of Torah can keep 

away the an~el of death. As long as R. Hiyya was busy 

with his studies he would continue to live eventhou~h his 

appointed time to die had come . (T . B. Mo ' ed Katan 28a) 49 

Torah s tudy is not only a reward in itself, but it 

leads to wealth, long life and st atus within the commu

nity . He who studies in poverty will someday do so in 

wealth. (M . Avot ~ : 9)50 For wealth to be lasting it must 

come from G-d on the strength of Torah . (Tanhuma , Mattot 

8; Numbers Rabbah Mattot 22 :7) Most literally , the mid

rash tells us tha t Mos es became rich from the chippings 

wh ich came from the second set of tabl e t s in which the 

Ten Commandments were carved. He made his money from what 

had to be done to get the Torah . {Sh ' mot Rabbah 46 : 2 ) Yet, 

the Torah is not to be treated as a means to an end. One 

must not study in order to achieve wealth or long life , 

but rather as an expr ession of love for G-d . (Sifrei Dvarim 

41) One must not appear to be usine Torah for his person?.l 

r;ain even if it means great expense . Thus, we find that 

R. Ta rfon was saddened by his violation of this principle. 
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When suspected , on the basis of circumstantial evidence, 

of stealinr, grapes , he should have explained the laws of 

hefker to the owner of the field and then volunteered to 

pay for all of the stolen fruit. (T.B . Nedarim 62a) 
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Moreover , there is a relationship between the reward 

of Torah study i n the world-to-come and our economic situ

ation i n this world . In times of great poverty rabbis have 

been kno~~ to pray for financial assistanc e so they could 

celebrate Shabbat or Pesach in the trad itional manner. 

l:lhen R. Shimon b. Halafta did so, a hand- like thing appear

ed and p.;i.ve him a va luable jewel. With this jewel he was 

able to buy everything necessary, but when he told his wife 

whot had happened, she refused to accept what he had boup;ht 

until he af,reed to redeem the jewel and to return it. She 

explained that this was part of his reward i n the world- to

come and that that reward would be diminished were he to 

keep it . (Sh ' mot Rabbah 52 : 3 ; Midrash T' hilim 92 : 8) 

Similarly, we find that the students of R. Shimon b . 

Yochai were jealous of one of their colleagues who had 

left th e academy , gone to India and returned a rich man . 

R. Shimon went to the valley with them and commanded it to 

be filled with gold coins . Then he offered the coins to 

his students , wa rning them that they would be taking part 

of their share in the world-to-come. (Midr ash T ' hilim 92 :8) 

Bett er is the study of Tor ah and its special r ewards than 

those of earthly riches . 

I t s hould now be ~uite apparent that there is a basic 
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t ension underlying the preceding midrashim. On the one hand, 

people need and want material wealth; on the other, they 

should be concentrating on Torah and ignoring their mat er

ial desires . There is a r ough ba l a nce here between these 

two sets of demands , although it is clea r that the latter 

predominate . Torah study, though the gr eatest single value , 

is not the only one . 

In addition to the s t udy of Torah , there wer e other 

qual i ties wh ich were also considered more important than 

wealth. A eood name is to be valued more highly than pre

cious oil. \·/hile the oil is available to the r ich a l one 

and is perhaps the symbol of wealth , a good name can be had 

by both the rich and the poor. (Yalkut Sh ' moni , Kohel et 973)51 

Furthermore, a rich per son who does not have a good name does 

not wear his wea lth well . It is not f itti ng for him to be 

rich . Simil a rly , a poor man who has a good name does not 

deserve his l ow economic status. (Shoher Tov, T' h i lim 24) 

One ' s r.ood name seems to be a higher criterion than his 

economic status in the estimation of a person , and may it-

self be one of the determinants of that s tatus. Long life is 

also t o be preferred to gr eat wealth. The midrash tells us 

that i f two scholars study Torah to r eceive a r eward , they 

receive only wealth and honor. Yet , if they study Torah 

for its own sake , they r eceive not only wealth and honor 

but len~th of days as well. This i s a n even h igher reward. 

(T . B. Shabbat 6Ja) 

Mo r eoever , t 2edakah is s een as a more valuable quality, 
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too . With wealth one can " buy" this world; with tzedakah 

one can " buy" the world- to-come . It is as a r esult of one ' s 

acts of t ?,edakah that he deserves t o receive and t o keep 

wealth . (Derech Eret?. Zuta 4) I n fact , t zedakah is only a 

little lower than the s tudy of Torah . In the midra sh about 

R. Hiyya and the an~el of death t o which we made r eference 

above , R. Hiyya is praised hi~hly fo r his r-r eat deeds of 

t ~ edakah , for his personal att ention to the needs of the 

poor . Not knowin~ that his time was near , he decided that 

per sonal t=-.edakah was a worthy reason for interrupting his 

studies . While t zedakah cannot postpone the t ime of a per 

son' s death as the s tudy of Torah can, it is very close to 

it i n the r a bbinic sca l e of values . (T . B. Mo ' ed Ka t an 2Ea ) 

Finally , wisdom is also superior t o wealth. Indeed, 

the two qual ities may be mutually exclusive at t imes . Riches 

are not for those of understa nding . If you a r e a person of 

insitrht, it is likely that you will not become ri ch , at 

least not i n this world. (Yalkut Sh ' moni , Kohelet 989) 

One should never bemoan his economic s t a tus and say : ' s o

and-so is rich and I am not .• Not every person deserves 

))~oft J't , wisdom and wealth . If one has wisdom , he 

shoul d be more than sat isfied . ( Derech Er et z Zuta 4) In 

fact , r-iven the choice between pr aying for wealth (to the 

north) and prayin~ for wisdom (to the s outh) , R. Yehoshua 

b. Levi always chose to pray for wisdom, explainin~ thnt 

in the process of attaining ·.-1isdom, he would also achieve 

wealth . (T. B. Baba Bathra 25b) The prior ity of wisdom to 
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wealth seems clear , even if there is a feeling that he who i s 

wise will in the end become r ich as well. (T . B. Sanhedrin 92a) 

Once apain we see the tension of the covenantal dialectic at 

work . Torah study, tzedakah and wisdom are not t o be treated 

as instrumental values leading t o the goal of w~nlth b~t nPi

thcr is that possibility t o be igno r ed . 

Seeinr wealth in the perspective of this scale of values , 

one should not be surprised to hear the r a bbis say that man 

should neither pu t his trust i n nor boast about his wealth 

or his power or even his wisdom. (Pirkei R. Elie~er 6; Tan

huma , Mattot 7; Numbers Rabbah , Mattot 22 :7) On e who like 

Korach puts his fa ith in his wealth may find tha t i t serv es 

as poor protection agains t sin and ~ehinnom. Indeed , a 

found a tion mane of wealth may drag one dovm t o gehinncm 

even faster ! (Shoher Tov , Mishlei 11 ; T. B. Pesachim J19a) 

This is not to say that wealth does not have an im

portant role to play i n one ' s life. It is still a blessing , 

a positive part of life and the rabbis have much to say 

about the proper amount of wealth for a person and a bout 

the most effective ways in which one can achieve it . Wealth 

is one of e i p;ht things too much of which i s bad , but a 

little of which is good . (T. 8 . Gittin 70a) Obadiah , Ahab ' s 

wealthy administrator , i s described as being rich '::,,.J 1jlf' , 
as havin~ too much wealth. Yet, he spent it all on tzedakah 

and even borrowed money during a fami ne to continue his 

charitable activ iti es . Perhnps the i ntent here i s t hat 



Obadiah, althou~h he devoted himself to great deeds of 

charity , had to spend too much of his time and of his life 

dcalin~ with matters r elating to his wealth . (Sh ' mot Rabbah 

)l : 1) On the other hand , R. Elazar refers to the minimum 
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amount of capital which is necessa ry to put someone on his 

feet , to establish his life on a firm foundation . (T . B. Pesa-

chim ]] 9a ) 

How is one to achieve this r easonable amount of wealth? 

One way is throu~h prayer. We have seen above that if one 

prayed to the north, i n the direction of the Temple shulchan, 

the symbol of plent y , which was to the north of t he altar , 

he mi~ht receive wea lth. (T.B. Baba Bathra 25b) Further-

more, we are i ns tructed to pray that we do not become poor, 

so pov erty will come neither to us nor to our children or 

our child ren ' s children . (T . B. Shabbat 15lb) The mos t ex-

plicit expression of this understanding is found in T. B. 

Kiddushin 82b where R. Meir ~ives advice to fathers. He 

tells them to prepare their sons for jobs i n clean trades 

since one' ~ success or fai lure in business is not r e l a ted 

to the pa rticular trade which he purs ues but is rather the 

result of G-d ' s mercy . Therefore, they should choose good 

tradPS for their sons and pray to G-d that they will be 

s uccessful at them. 52 These prayers for wealth entered 

the Hi~h Priest's petitions as well. We find him praying 

that the people of Israel may never be in need of support

ing one a nother or of assis tance f r om another people. (T . B. 

Ta ' anit 24b) The traditional priestly benediction is inter-
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preted as an a ppeal to G-d to bless us with wealth and to 

protect that wealth for us . (Bamidbar Rabbah 11 :13) 

Jl 

There are several other paths to wealth as well. 51 

Honorin~ the Torah nnd Shabbat and paying one's tithes en

able the Jew to merit the blessing of wealth . (T . R. Shabbat 

JJ9a) Rabbi Akiba became rich f rom six different incidents, 

few of which were the direct :-esult of any action which he 

had taken in ord er to become rich . He r eceived money from 

Ktllba Savu•a, his father-in-law who was a wealthy citi1.en 

of Jerusalem , from a forP.Otten ship ' s masthead which he 

found to be full of money , from a hollowed- out trunk which 

a l so contai ned dinars, and from I s maeli t e traders. I n ad-

dition , a princess in her delirium threw jewels into the 

sea wh ich washed onto the shor e and wer e fo und by Rabbi 

A~iba whose efforts to r eturn it were r efu sed . Ins tead, 

he was showered with gifts. Finally, he ma rried the con-

ver ted wife of Tineius Rufus and r eceived all of her wealth . 

(T . B. Nedarim 50a) AlthouY,h this midrash mak es it seem 

as if Ra bbi Akiba became very wealthy without havin~ t o 

do anything himself, as if the money had come to him as 

the r esult of a dream, it i s important t o realize that 

behind these t ales lies the conviction that those who 

study Tor ah will be amply rewa rded. 

The proper marriage may lead t o lasting wealth , al

thouyh it is at times difficult t o determine which matches 

are so desi~nated . If a priest ' s dau~hter marries an 

or dinary I s r aeli t e , th e couple will not do well. One 
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partner will die an early death or the husband will be drag

ged into poverty . On the other hand, if a talmid chacham 

ma rries a priest ' s daughter things will work out and he shall 

become rich . Thus, Rav Papa ' s marriage was most successful 

and he became a rich brewer. Yet , the result is not auto

matic since R. Yehoshua al so fol lowed this advice and r ather 

than becominr, rich he found himsel r weak and sickly . Finally , 

we have the marriage of Rav Idi bar Avin which pr oduced two 

rabbis . (T . B. Pesachim 49a) Their knowledge of Torah and 

their devotion to its study may be greater than wealth as 

we have seen above or it may be the gua r antor that they will 

become weal t hy . The study of Torah, even for the lowest of 

reasons , still earns one the rewar ds of wealth and honor. 

(M. J\ vot 4: 9; T. B. Shabbat 6Ja) Yet , one is left with the 

feeling that the r eal problem here i s that no rule always 

works . 

Th e rabbis also offer helpful hints for business trans 

~ ctions which will help one to become r ich. When making a 

deal one should take possession and close the sale even if 

he hRs to rent space in the seller ' s stall t o s t ore the pur

chnse . This guarant ees t hat the sell er will not r etract 

th e sale to the buyer ' s loss . (T . B. Ketubot lOJa) So t oo 

the businessman is encour aged to build up his capital a 

little at a time , by saving something each day and not con

sumin~ all that he earns . (Sifr ei Dvarim Piska 48) Finally , 

we arc urp,ed to worl~ hard in honest trading and to seek 

G-d ' s mercy. (T . B. Niddah 70b) 
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In conclusion , we have seen that the rabbis viewed 

wealth as a blessing from G-d, as a positive attr ibute of 

life . They expanded the strict und erstanding of wealth in 

material terms to include several other aspects. Nealth 

was not r ep;arded, however, as the primary value in lif e fo r 

severul others were to be preferred to it. The proper or 

n ecessary umount of wealth seems to hcve been quite reason

able i n amount and the r a bbis provide us with sever al hints 

as to how s uch wealth can be obtained. Yet, their basic 

understand i ng of wealth was bi-focal, with the two foci in 

a cons t ant state of tension . Wealth was necessary for man ' s 

su rvival as a f ull person, but it could not be allowed to 

become his primary goal. Other va lues were more important 

and were to be s tressed by the r ich . 
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CHAPTER III 

THE RABBINIC VIEW OF POVERTY 

In this chapter we will ana ly ze the r abbinic attitude 

toward poverty as well as the r abbi ' s estimat i on of the life 

of the poor . The various terms used to designa t e the p~or 

will be presented and defined . Thereafter , th e nature o f 

poverty will be s tudied, and this w~ ll be followed by an 

examina tion of the limits placed on the ha r shness of poverty 

and on the emptiness of the life of the poor. The responsi

bility of all Jews not t o become poor or t o let those close 

to them do so will then be discussed . The chapter will con

clude with a n analysi s of the special status of t he poor 

und er r itual a nd civil law. 

There are seven basic terms which a r e used by the 

rabbis to refer t o the poor. These a re explicated briefl y 

in Vayikr a Rabbah 34: 6 , 

a ~eneral tenn for the poor 

one in need of everything OJ9 
11fl{t/#::> - )Y 
;>(c.}'flt - \l '?lc 

'J~i) f(Jq t - l:>otl one despised by all f.:>' 
one dispossessed of his pro
ert y 

one detached from his pro
erty 

p·o~ S> I" ... e,' 

/" ·~ "~" .. f~ p ·o~~ 

one who is crushed ; who sees 
something but cannot eat •••• 
a nd can neither t aste nor 
drink it 

i.>lch I (~ :> '~" • (q 
. .. f=> flt lj'ICJ I;>~ 

.">,ft ~·rd ptlG ~· tel 

one who is lowly befor e all , • b ' \ti>~ frf ld~e -r ~ 
who is like the lowes t thresh- .;')~ tpo \'tJ .:> 'IU 
hold . .,,J' ""!'~ 



The poor are lacking material possessions and ar e despised, 

crushed and stepped on as a result of their economic posi

tion . They are the lowliest of all people. One group of 

special concern to the rabbis were those who had been rich 

but had lost their wealth and become poor . This status is 

captured by the word [~ , r educed in wealth. Careful a t -

tention must be paid when dealing with a P' ~1l. / .l 

l 'O~tl '1't, , the son of a great family who has become 
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poor and who is likely to be quite sensitive about his newly 

r educed circumstances . (Vayikra Rabbah 34:1) In a parallel 

passage ~ is identified not with a p•fi_,t J? but rather 

as a p'?JC I? , a good person or the member of a highly 

regarded family who has lost his property . (T.J. Pe'ah 8: 9) 

Similarly , cf"4 o r p·f~ refer to Israel when the people err 

either throu~h the misuse of food within their homes (Ya l

kut Sh •moni Shoftim 60) 54 or through the neglect of the mitz

vot ( ..nd3'f.;J I" f~f, ) and consequently lose thei~ fo rmer 

possessions . (Vayikra Rabbah 34:6) The poverty which comes 

to these Jews is so great that not a single one of them can 

afford even the poor offerin~ . (Vayikra Rabbah 34 :6)55 , 56 

Thus , a ~ is one reduced to a very real state of pover ty , 

although it is al so possible that f~ mAy merely refer post 

facto to one's reduced state . I n addition , the extreme 

pover ty which is descr ibed here may be a hyperbolic way 

of cautioninp, the Jews against non- observance of the mitz

vot. Just as we have seen in the preceding chapter that 

the term rich can have a wide scope , so the term poor does 
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not always refer to those who live in abject poverty . A 

second listin~ of terms denoting the poor (Tanhuma Behar 3) 

contains the word P' "')::> j) , which is defined elsewhere as 

~f/tt);l '5>tJY \d<;)t (Vayikra Rabbah 34 : 4) , a person of 

reasonable income. 

The halachic definition of ~t is :lnyone who has less 

than two hundred zuzim. Only such a person is entitled to 

the a~ricultural produce left for the needy , such as C,1[ , 
~O.Jt , ~kt> a nd )t 1t1tl . (T.B. Sotah 2J.b) In ad

dition , within the ha.lachah there appear to be other dis

tinctions as well. Thus, the use of the adjective ?kJ' , 
meanina; "in need" or even "starvin.i;'' (Sifrei R' e i 116) , 

can be used to s trengthen any of the preceding terms . An 

?IC) Jf is poorer than an J?r and is one the same level 

as , if not synomymous with, an Jl' ~fl • 57 We therefore 

find tha t it is not enough to state that one must not side 

with a f~ in his lep:al a r guments . The Torah must also state 

that this applies to an /I' ?f c as well. The latter is poor-

er than a , who may retain some status as a result of 

his former wealth and position . (Mechilta Mishpatim 23) 

Elsewhere we find an jY functionin~ as a wage- earner and 

earninrr enou~h money to afford to be too proud to demand 

his wap;es when they are not paid on time. An J''?fc. could 

not afford such pride and therefore special legal consid

eration must be given to the Jl over both the "') 'flt' and 

the J''?lc... (T. B. Baba Met ~d ' a Jllb) 58 



Although there may be levels of poverty, the poor are 

seen as generally leading very hard and undesirable lives. 

Poverty is one of the harshest conditions i n the world : 

P'j>lil ~ I f•tcJ ,-" Jjr,) ~~ 1f1 t1 1t1;,e .,, ~t 

f-J l'f 1 /H.:l 1f1v I pJr 'il t P'l/O" f, IP 
. '>1~' ~"" ::>i 

))!Ifµ;, 
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For it is as if all the suffering i n the world clings to him 

who is poor and as if all the curses i n the book of Deutero-

nomy have come upon him. (Sh ' mot Rabbah 31:1~) It cannot 

be removed easily nor overcome quickly. If all of the ot her 

forms of sufferin~ are placed in one scale and poverty in 

the other , poverty would outweigh them all . (Sh •mot Rabbah 

1J : J4)59 Thus , we find that when Job is given the choice 

between receiving the worst form of suffering or poverty , 

he chooses the former . Poverty was too hard for him to bear: 

/J)';> (IJ>fl ../\ljY, poverty within one' s household , is 

worse than G1' , than fifty plagues . (T.B . Baba Bathra 1J6a ; 

Sh •mot Rabbah J J:J l. )60 Any other affliction would be easier 

than poverty. Yet , t he suffering which was brought down on 

Job was very severe indeed . So much so that Job cried out 

to his friends for comfor t , but they told him not to com

plain saying, JITN JlJnfl ))j fr ':> (Job 36 : 21), 

for you have chosen this (suffering) rather t han poverty . 

(Sh •mot Rabbah 1J:JJ; T. B. Baba Bathra jl6a) In fact , po-

ve:rt:f is so hard that from it alone does one never r ecover . 

After bein~ poor, one will never be the same . His eyes wi l l 

be weakened ; his whole outlook on the world will be changed. 
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(Yalkut Sh •moni Ruth 60J) Even his physical appearance will 

be different . The eyes of the poor protrude, either from 

their inadequate diet whi ch is excessively rich in fats that 

settle below the eyes , or from their endless tears. (Shoher 

Tov T' hillim 73) The light of the world wil l not reach them 

easily . Furthermore ,. the poor cannot pamper themselves or 

cater to bodily comforts. Thus, when a poor girl reaches 

puberty at an especially early age ( P-'J 11' t,19 fcfe ) , 
she must use lime to r emove the public hairs . The fine flour 

of the rich and the oil of myrrh used by princesses a re not 

available to her. She must use the rougher lime and bear 

the additional pain to fulfill the same ritual act. (T.B. 

Shabbat 80b) While these midrashim and many of those de-

scribed below are typical of aggadic exa~geration , the rabbis 

did feel very strongly about the difficult life of the poor, 

usinl!. hyperbole to express their great concern . 

Poverty also leaves the poor unprotected from the 

elements . R. Yehoshuel b . Levi visited Rome and saw how 

even t he buildinr,s were protected from extreme heat and cold 

with dra~es while the poor had but two reed mats! He con

cluded that when G-d punishes someone with poverty , He hits 

him very hard , smashing him (or his life) into splinters. 

(Pesikta de Rav Kahana 9:J)61 The life of the poor is so 

splintered that they have lost their senses . Not only are 

their eyes dimmed but they seem to have lost cont r ol over 

their lives . The a~onies vf poverty J\fJY 'j>J~-r ) 
are one of only three thine"s \"lhich p~ k3) .Jlc J'1 ?YJI 
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.!Jlp J>1'J fiJ Jill~ fr , which cause a person to los e hi s 

mind and his knowledge of G- d. (T . B. Eruvin 4lb} One can be 

so overcome by the ha rdness of poverty t ha t as we shall see 

below he can be held only partially accountable for his 

actions . (T . B. Eruvin ldb) In this context , we find that 

R. Kahana is forced t o sell baskets among the women in the 

market place t o support himself. \'/hen a certa in ma tron 

ma kes immoral ov ertures t o hi::i ( I~) 11G11 fc..'v->) vJ>lilf> ) ' 
he lertves the marketplace on the pretense of adorning him

self and jumps off the roof , tryin~ to commit suicide . Af

ter saving him , Elija h compl a ins at being put to such trouble . 

Yet, when R. Kahana reminds him that it was out of his great 

poverty that he was forced to put hi mself into such tempta

tion-fil led work , El ijah g ives him money . (T . B. Kiddushin 40a) 

The poor a re oft en placed in such situations of r,r eat t empta

tion and the r a bbis recognized how difficult they are to with-

stand , and the r abbis, thou~h not expecting them to commit 

suicide , did reco,rnize how difficult i t is to be poor and 

riP"htcous . 

R. Kahana i s seen as preferring death to a l ife filled 

with such t emptations and indeed poverty itself is often re -

f crred to as beinp like death : r_ LI 
-J)IJ") I •;>Je,n ~i;n~ ; ""'\Jll 

. P~ji~ If /'(CL 'tJI ktlbl ~ 13111 jY 
Four are thought of like the dead : 
the poor , the leper, the blind gnd 
th e sonless . (T . B. Nedarim 64b) 2 

We hav e seen earlier tha t poverty darkens the eye , making 
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the poor lil<e the blind. Being dependent upon others for 

Yd3,fv), they live in a world of food ( p'1 nit in f.i fi 
darkness . (T.B. Bet?.ah J2b) There are also midrashic para

llels between the poor and the sick . If s~meone gives a 

poor person enou~h money to buy food , ~t a time of great 

stress so that his soul becomes peaceful within him and he 

is revived ( (}\lie. j\"n~I ) , G- d will repay the kindness 

by snvine: someone in his family when he is sick or dying. 

(Tanhuma Mishpatim 15 ; Vayikra Rabbah 34 : 2 ) Thus, the poor 

seem to share common t raits with the blind and the diseased . 

None of them can have full lives . 

Death is also eauated with poverty in another context: 

f:> : fic·f ttt I;> J11tlt )?1 11f/c 
.j11 lie. ,.,, ftc. 111>J'i P'H:>O ~nj P~'1 

Rabban Shimon b. Gamliel said : 
\·Jhcnever the sages set their eye (against one) , 
the result is death or poverty . 

(T.B . Mo ' ed Katan l?b) 

The two ~unishments seem to be nearly equivalent and this 

correspondenc e is made more explicit in a parallel refer

ence where Rav Chanin says in the name of Rav : 

I pt .;, 11 1311 Pt;) f)*)?!.J;') e, PlytJ fJt 
.::,r'"J J\~11 ~ .. ,3~ JlfJt 

Wherever the name of G-d is taken in vain, 
there poverty will be found, and poverty is 
like death. 

(T . B. Nedarim 7b) 

Poverty is a living death ; it is a life which is not life. 

Thus , the same terms which are used for the poor, i . e. e? 
f 1 , and Jl';>Jc, are used as literary parallels for a 
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dead body about to be buried. Those who accompany the body 

to the cemetery are being gracious to the ~ and to the 

lf'';:lk. and are not mocking t he ~1 . 63 Even a man • s 

wife will not go ~~th him into poverty . Adam called his 

'/) [; Pt , t he mother of all wife Eve because she was 

life . Yet , R. Shimon b . Ela?.ar said Eve was 'n 6 Pr, 
with Adam i n all life . Should he become rich ( 'n ), she 

would rise up in status with him , but should he become 

poor, she would not descend with him. ( Ber eshit Rabbah 

20 : 28) Poverty is not life; it is death . 

The life of the poor is a hard one fo r three reasons : 

they must constantly seek and be worried about their daily 

breac , th ey are not independent and they are sub,iect to fre

nuent and e~sy embarrassment . The fear of starvation seems 

to have been a very real one to th e rabbis. \•/hen given the 

aforementioned choice between poverty and other suffer i ng 

Job chose other forms of suffering for he dreaded the thou~ht 

of bc>in~ in the mar ketpl ace without enough money to buy 

bread : f-Jft i)~, 11'~;{ ~11~ ·~ ·fl I'~ -p1iI l3ft.eJ 
When I go to the market place and don ' t 
have a peruta to buy bread , wha t will 
I eat ? 

(Sh ' mot Rabbah Jl : ll) 

The snme fear is expressed elsewhere , as R. Pinhas said 

in the 



If a piece of bread costs t en perutot but 
a poor person standing in the marketplace 
has but nine and someone comes and gives 
him a peruta so that he takes a piece of 
bread and eats it and his soul i~ restored 
within him ••• 

(Vayikra Rabbah 34:2) 

As we have seen above, in such cases G-d attributes t.o the 
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rich man the merit of having saved the poor man' s life, for 

bread is literally and symbolica~ly his s t aff of life. This 

concept i s al!:io found in the description of the =»r>Jtl sacri

fice , the meal-offering which the poor bring as their sin-

offering also . How does G-d receive this offering? 

. ltvJ ?~ 1f~ f {)' ~ye. -yf1, 
I account it to him as if he had sacri
ficed his life . 

(T . B. Menachot J04b) 

Meal or flour is the last barricade between the poor and 

death . In fac t, one can understand th e difference between 

th e rich and the poor strictly in terms of the ease with 

which they find food to eat. The midrash expr esses this 

idea in th e form of an all egory : 

: ICO>& ill 1t1lc 
. It~ b ti I c., J 1 ;j )'Is 

. lc..1 'J1' N /Jf1 'J j) 'di 
Rav Papa said : 

None are poorer than a dog . 
None are richer than a swine . 

(T . B. Shabbat 155b) 

The meaning here is that the dog, about whose feeding no 

one pays any attention, is the very symbol of poverty, 

while the swine, who will eat anything and who is fed a 
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lot, is the symbol of wealth. The availability of one ' s 

daily meals and the absence of worry about food distinguish 

the two economic groupings. 

The poor also suffer from embarrassment before their 

fellow Jews. Two times during the year, on the hclidays of 

the Fifteenth of Av and on Yorn Kippur, spacial consideration 

is paid to this aspect of their hardship. The midrash tells 

us that these two days are unlike any other holidays o f the 

calendar for only then do the maidens of J erusal em wear 

borrowed white clothing ( f'llflt /Pf •f.J~ J\/fl.3 {• ) 
so as not to embarrass the poor who have no white clothing 

of their own. (T. B. Baba Bathra 121a )64 The equal participa-

tion of the whole community made these two holidays the most 

joyous of the year, despite the fact that Yorn Kippur is by 

its nature not a very happy t ime. The rich are r ef erred to 

as <j 1 lei) j t) , the face of the ear th , since they have 

happy faces { f' 'nJJtJ Pjv > when they see their friends . 

The poor , on the other hand , P )IJ IA J'IC , have no face 

since t hey a r e embarrassed before their few f r iends . (Bere

shi t Rabbah 9J : 5; Tanhuma Mikketz 7) In fact , the world 

of the rich is completely separate from that of the poor: 

. _nh't/1 Pl-ptJ;l 1'1j1 f'll 
There is no poverty i n a place of wealth. 65 {T . B. Tamid 3J b) 

In places of wealth , such as the Temple , no signs of po

verty a re to be found . No inferences are to be drawn 

about places of wealth and about the wealthy from examples 
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of places of poverty . Wealth and poverty seem to be dis-

tinct categories , and si~ns of poverty would be i nappropri

~te in plac es of wealth . It is no wonder that the poor are 

embarrassed about their ci rcumstanc es . 

Not only do the poor have no happy face to show i n pub-

1 ic, their face chanP;es colors like a p/1.:> , like a bir d 

which changes color i n the sun . Whenever they are i n pub

lic , their faces reveal their discomfort . As Rabbi Ami and 

Rabbi Asi 
said : -P'll/ e,/c : Pj•:J ~ flqJ I~(() 

!)/C.;J ~"'" 7 f ,, !J ,, /> ';) -:.>15) : KjtJ 
. fJ'tt;J/ e/c,:) 

It is as if two judgment s (were brou~ht 
a~ainst the poor) : fire and water. As it 
is sni d (Ps . 66 : ]~ ) : You have caused men 
to ride over ou r heads; we went throu~h 
fire ;\Od water . 

(T . B. Berachot 6b) 

The poor suffer two :.evels of embarrassment : fire , their 

red blushin~ , and water , their becomin~ white and pale . 

ThPy must bear with thr fire of public shame and the water 

of poo r health Mnd constant worry. 

Another sip,nificant ch3racteristic 

is their dependence on others ]'/ ' ?-;:>{ 

of these poor people 

p:J le. r''3J~ 
(T . B. Oer achot 6b) As our sages have taur,ht : 

: J '> 1ftc I . P'' n "')\ ~ '' 1 ~··n 1t 
J\~tA" !Ptkt •111 11';>n Jn1r,~ ~~~";, 

. tGJf~t'l '('ftl11 f'1lo'e '111 ,l'fl 
Three people liv e l ives that are no lives: 

He who is dependent on another ' s table; 
He whose wife rules him; and 
He whose suffering controls his body. 

(T. B. Bet~ah )2b) 



The common thread here is the lack of control over one ' s 

life. One 's life is "no life" if he cannot determine his 

behavior to any reasonable de~ree, if his whole life is 

focused on satisfying a single all- consuming need . This 

dependence is by its na ture difficult to overcome . This 

can be seen in the concludinF, section of the preceding 

mid rash : 

~,.,/, f'f n 1J/, If I ' l<A I fl 

Also , he who has but one shirt . 

This addition is rejected by the Tanna who set up the ori

P'inal list because the shirt could easily be cleaned while 

the three other cases could be not be r eversed very quickly . 

The difficulty ,.,.hich a poor person has in overcomin17; his low 

economic status finds expression i n an halachic corollary 
66 

ns well . I f a person lends money to a poor man and the 

poor mnn dies , the court is empowered to r epay the loan out 

of the poor tithes. However, if the poor man should become 

rich and the collater al of his share of the poor tithes no 

lonr.er be valid , there is no safeguard by the court. The 

rabbis asked why there were safeguards against default by 

death and not in the case of enrichment . They answered as 

follows : 
·fLf)

1Jt ftf J\l1 1t'/ ,fc.f) 1Jt ~f' 1N 
'~'fl 'lllkfl !J''v : /ti)~ ?1 111/c 
.'ltfc._p (cf ,1f/f J'fc ;1tfe 1 J)tl ?1:>n 

DvinP. is a freouent occurrenc e , becornin~ 
· rich is not: 

Rav Papa said : 



If people say your friend has died , be
believe it. (If they say that) he has 
become rich, don ' t believe it . 

(T . B. Gittin JOa) 

Once a person beco~es poor , the chances are that he will 

remain so. 67 Yet , this does not apply to their children 

after them, for we are warned: 
V>!f klr tvAJ~ P )Y J~;:> 119~.,, 

Be careful with the childre1, of the poor 
for Torah will come from them. 6 

(T B N d · 8la ·) 8 • • e ar1m 

Poverty is not passed on from generation to generation , for 

one ' s children can become rich , both in Torah as well as in 

material possessions . 

In addition , t her e are other limitations on the sever-

ity of poverty . Although it is a most oppressive form of 

suffering , there is one which is even worse : barrenness . A 

conn ection i s made between the j¥ and the 'V1~"t in a mid

rash about Rabbi ' s son . After marryin~, he spent twelve 

years finishin~ his s tudies . During this time his wife be-

came barren and the question arose as to whether there should 

be a divorce . Yet , if it were to be so decreed , people 

would say or his wire : . vHJt ltUe4 I~ i) jt 
This poor woman waited in vain . 

(T . B. Ketubot 62b) 

The woman was '' poor" because she had become barren . In a n-

other context the severity of barrenness is made quite clear: 

'1 1Nlc .;)~;> tJ 1•1•0/v fk.1 1~ P)l'i'l fit 111/e 'J 

.ri1,1 t0>lo rd1 ,1vro ;)~~ ~l~iJ fi reJcJ iJ : ·1f /rl J'"j;J 
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~flit 'j ft~k ,~.,.~ ft 1;> ("J3 '1~ 1J 
'J 11<- . ¥~;> rt\ p'i•ol<. )kl ,.,., Pjl•:>/c fie 
'.:> tl1t '~I 1·;•ok pk:I 1

-0 ljl';>f, fie. "tttft. 

/'1'ok flt.I , ... fi1t' 1f1c., '.,) P!Jl'i'fc, Sic -t~lt 
ff.J>,l .J\f11olc, fvt Af1j>t~ tflc., yj,l fcf 

. J>/illfrl ,;)!]\;> 

For G-d hearkens to the n~edy and despises 
not His prisoners . tpS. 6.;' : 34 ) R. Ben,iamin 
b . Levi said : th e beginning and end of this 
verse do not match . The verse should read 
either "for G-d hea rkens t o the needy and 
despises not the prisoners" or-11 for G-d 
hearkens to His needy and His prisoners". 
However , " forlr- d hearkens to the needy" 
refers to Israel; and " despises not His 
prisoners" refers to the barren women who 
are captive in their homes , and unfortunate . 

(Bereshit Rabbah 71 : 1} 

Althou~h , as we shall see below, G- d has a special . close 

relationship to the poor. His relationship to those who 

are barren is even closer. They are His prisoner s and He 

acts to release them by ~ranting them children. Since 

barrenness is harder t o bear than poverty, G-d' s role be

comes more direct and His relationship closer. 
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Despite the burdens under which they live, the poor are 

considered full members of the community . Thus, they too are 

forbidden to eat on Passover without reclining: 

:!J 'J\I~ 1 r 111lc. ltt:>" . ,,.,,., )'k p'-pfte ;.>0·1 

:>o·i ~y nt' 1J Si1t,'?t y 1rv1c. 
.P'pf1c ?O'l : 1~ll :;).?,~ f>'II -vir (Ji 

• 
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And G-d led the people about (or, caused 
them to lean . (Ex. 1J : J8) from here our 
rabbis concluded : Even a poo r Jew cannot 
eat until he leans . For so G-d did to 
th em : And G-d caused (them) to lean. 
(T . B. Pesachim 99b; Sh •mot Rabbah 20 :16) 

All of the Israelites experienced the exodus from Epypt 

and were ~iv en freedom. The poor are still free and must 

act like free men on Passover . They must for,;et , for the 

moment at least, their usual state of depend ence and con-

centrate on their ability to rise above such ensl~vement. 

Furthermore , just as a rich man ' s time is valuable so too 

is thnt of the poor mnn . According to the halachah, the 

lnnc-owner cannot leave an arbitrary part of his field :'or 

Pe ' :lh . Rn ther , he must l eave I ~'i 110 , the end of his 

field . AmonP the m3ny reasons F,iven for this rerulation is 

i ncluded PJY fiG•;:> , wastinr; the poor man ' s time: 

1·0 i .. r1"'~, pJ·~ p r1""' f'?t'' P" ,,. ,.;) . kI~ 
~ 1Cr~·1 l1' 1cf1c vkv fJjJ tr~ l'O~ .~ ~11 ~'> 

. •tf 'j-f> ~l'tN Ii.I~ · I :f>;n Ir 
So tha t the poor will not sit a nd watch 
nll day lon~ and say : now he ' s givin~ Pe ' ah , 
now ho ' s rriving Pe ' ah .--itather they should 
~and r eap in another field and come back 
at the time of the fini shini; (of the ha rvest) . 

( T. J. Pe ' ah 4 : 3 ) 

A noor man ' s time has value and is not to be abused . He is 

not to be kept wnitinrr but must be able to do his work and 

to live his life in an orderly fashion . 69 

Poverty is not an excuse for improper behavior. Thus, 

we find that the poor man who delays marrying off his daup.:h-

ter is called a P/..,1 lt,1 , a subtly wicked person , which 
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is a particularly strong condemnation . No financial con

sideration can be used to justify not betrothing one's 

dau~hter once she has become a )\1tl~ , an adolescent . 
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The father cannot deny her her independence . (1 . B. Sanhedrin 

76a} In addition, the poor must study and fulfill the Torah. 

R. Pinchas• ass refused to eat the barley which was put be

fore him , even after it had been sifted and carefully picked , 

because it had not been tithed. As the midrash concludes : 

,l>J'r 1131 prir~ 1'JS1v 1.s '>"JY 
. P' f ;>' ;;)f ltl f' \, :> kll FJ'kl 

This poor one i s doing the will of its 
creator, and you are feeding it untithed 
produce . 

(T. B. Hullin 7b) 

If even the poor beasts must obey G- d ' s will, then surely 

poo r people must do so too! They cannot claim that the 

strictures of their poverty prevented them f r om doinF, so 

since Hillel will testify against them. No one was poorer 

than he. He earned but a single tropaik each day. Yet , 

out of that he gave half to the shomer of the Bet Hamidrash. 

Onc e he did not have even that much so he spent the winter 

niRht by the window of the Bet Hamidrash where he was soon 

cover ed with s now. The next morning Sh ' maiah and Avtalyon 

discovered him and said : 

For this one it is a ppropriate to desecrate 
Shabbat . 

(T . B. Yoma 35b) 

Hillel had behaved in an admirable way . His desire to study 
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Torah was stronger than any personal concerns he might have 

had about his personal welfare. The poor are to follow his 

example . Thus , we see in this hyperbolic story that here 

too the r abbis put the study of Torah above all e~onomic 

considerations . 

T~edakah is also incumbent upon the poor • 

. ?rp~3 ~tl' ~f13~N ~~pNe jt 

A poor person who is supported by charity 
must give charity. 

(T. B. Gittin 7b) 

Since the poor a r e free and complete people , they too must 

help t o support those l ess fortunate than they . All Israel-

ites a re required to pay the annual one-third shekel tax. 

(T.B . Baba Bathra 9a) This tax was used for the repair and 

maintenance of the Temple and became one of the bases of 

the later rabbinic understanding of the responsibility of 

the poor for charity. 

In concluding this section it is important to note 

that in an effort t o balance off or to tone down the ter-

rible thin~s said about poverty , the rabbis also claimed 

that poverty is at times considered one of thefllP/ G )'>/~ 'N , 

of the ~ood oualities . This is true at l east for Israel as 

we will see below. G-d selected poverty f rom amon~ all of 

the ~ood qualities to be the one for His people! (T . B. Cha~i

~ah 9b) Some encouragement had to be giv en the poor. 

The t enns used for the poor are also found in refer

ence to non-economic poverty , thou~h they all der i ve from 



the primary economic meaning . I n justifying its conclusion 

that the poor are like the dead , the midrash cites Ex. 4: 19: 

P'~ ft') f.? Ylr' ':J , fo r all the men had died . This is 

seen as referrin~ to Dathan and Abiram who were a~ive a t 
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the time of Ko r ach ' s r evolt . They had los t their influence 

and were poor in terms of personal power (and also in terms 

of economic power , no doubt) . (T . B. Nedarim 64b ) Simil arly , 

the tribe of Levi is called fiJ as a result of the fac t 

that it was few in numbers, poor in terms of population . 

It vms also ~ because the Levites were not given any land 

as an inheritance in Israel . (Bamidbar Rabbah 5 : 2) 

A mor e common underst anding of the poor is t hat of 

peonle who a r e i gnorant about the Torah and its laws . Thus , 

we find : fJ'r'' 3-» I" 
~1Jj) '1-;>~,J 

. p';>t G p'l'tt'lf I )\ll311tJ 

~j1 . yjY 
~j( 

;)~t 

Poor: Poor with respect to the righteous ; 
poor i n Torah , in mitzvot and in good deeds. 

(Pcsikta de Rav Kahana 18: 2 ) 

The study and fulfillment of Torah was cons idered a hip,her 

value than economic status . Real poverty to the rabbis is 

the absenc e of Tornh from one's life . In a statement of 

obvious hyper bole t he midrash tells us that the J ews of 

Babylonia suffer ed from poverty i n Torah ( ?nJ)>OI J'VY ) 
because they wer e too conceited t o learn from one another 

and to share their knowled~e. (T.B . Kiddushin 49b) In 
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Vayikra Rabbah 34: 4 , a e? is defined as 

one who is poor in Torah and l'f/( as 

l'ti1 

V>!J? e.? Iv!>, 
-))1.Jp,J i'lY, one 

who is rich in Torah . If the does not respond 

positively t o the plea of the t? for help with his s tu1ies , 

P'•'"" but inst ead send s him to s tudy with other ~J , then G- d 

will punish hi m. Sharing one ' s knowledRe of Torah is as 

important if not more so than sharin~ one •s mat erial pos

ses sions . In describing t he depths to which t he I s raelites 

had sunk in their rebellion a.e;ainst G- d and against the 

Tor ah , th e midras h ouotes an Amor a who felt that the lowest 

l evel to which one could sink was 

to th e point where they wer e impover ished with r espect to 

the observance of Torah . (Vayikra Rabbah J4 : 6 ) ?0 , ?J 

..JY is also used i n r elation to one ' s ~enera l knowl

ed~e . A popula r sayin~ in Palest i ne contained this messa~e : 

. })l~ il ltltc, )Y f'~ 
The only poor person is one who 
lacks lmowledp-e . 

{T . B. Nedarim i1a) 

Thi s s~me und er standing is then carried over t o the area 

of Talmud ic study. When the rabbis cannot understand th e 

rel ev~ nt passape , Deu . 5: 5, t hey have great difficulty r en-

dering a decision about the status of a marriage between a 

brother and sister-i n-law, As Shmuel put it : 

. c-~ =)') )'13 ~·.nl)t/:l 

As a r esult of our lack of under
s t andin.e; (lit . our poverty) a c;et 
i s demanded . 

(T . B. Yebamot 92b) 



Even the saees at times suffered from intellectual poverty . 

Finally, in an effort to explain an odd rulin~ throu~h legal 

reasoninR, J)t• 'il ')Y is used to refer to someone who is 

cheap j ust as j)f;/';J 1 'fl)' was used to denote generosity. 

(T . B. Ketubot 68a) 

\'!ith this understandin.e; of the nature of poverty and 

the life of the poor , one can easily see why the rabbi s 

would be concerned about those people who were not poor 
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but t·rho acted in such a way as to risk becoming so. The 

minimnl responsibility placed upon the Jew was to avoid be

coming a bu rden to the community . When a poor man who had 

once been rich came before Rava, he asked the man why he had 

eaten such fancy foods and consumed all of his wealth. The 

man r eplied that he had not eaten anything belongin~ to 

others , that he had not become a burden to the community dur

ing his days of wealth . (T.B. Ketubot 67b) He had satisfied 

the minimum condition. This finds its halachic corollary 

in t\·10 le~al ruline:s . The first sets a twenty per cent limit 

on the amount of one ' s capital which can be given to charity 

in a single year. In the first year twenty per cent of one ' s 

ca?ital may be given but afterwards the upper limit is twenty 

per cent of one' s income. This ruling was set dovm to pre

vent a person , in this case R. Garnliel bar Ininya, f rom los

in~ all of his holdinp,s and becoming dependent on others. 

(T . B. Pe ' ah J5b) The rule can be broken only on one ' s death

bed . Thus , we find that Mnr Ukba gave away half of his hold-

i ngs when he was about to die . This was permitted only be-
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cause there was no chance that he would become dependent on 

communal support. (T.B. Ketubot 67b) Yet, even here limits 

are imposed. A dyin~ man cannot specify in his will that no 

money from his estate s hall be used to pay for the cost3 of 

buryin~ him . He cannot enrich his heirs at the expense of 

the community. (T.B. Ketubot 48a) The other case deals with 

someone who finds a lost animal. Must he return it to i t s 

owner? He need not do so if in taking time to return it he 

would lose more than the value of the animal. In such cases 

the finder is permitted to "hide" . He is not obligated to 

return the lost property at great personal expense. (T.B. 

Baba Met7.i ' a 30) 

Beyond his responsibility not to become poor himself, 

the Jew must try to establish a situation in which others 

will not be impoverished wither . 72 This can be done in two 

ways : by changing elements of the economic structure or by 

lendinP'. money to the needy. Every Friday R. lluna would 

buy U? all of the veget ables that were l eft over with the 

Rardeners and would throw them into the river. If he did 

not give them to the poor, why did he buy them at all? He 

wanted to pr event the ga rdeners from sinning in the future 

by cuttinr, back in their output. He changed the conditions 

of supply and demand so produce would be plentiful and the 

pli~ht of the poor would be eased . (T.B. Ta •anit 20b) On 

a smaller scale, R. Yehoshua ' s advice to Rabban Gamliel is 

a nother case in point. Rabban Gamliel had two students 

who were especially learned, both in sci ence and in Torah , 
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but who were so poor as to lack bread to eat and clothing to 

wear. R. Yehoshua urged his f r iend to give them positions 

in t he community . They should not have been poor, at l east 

not so poor. (T . B. Horayot lOa) 

The second way in which one can prevent others from be

coming poor is through lending . Here a rather detailed list 

of priorities is given which emphasizes that one ' s ~reatest 

responsibility is the economic well- being of those closest 

to him. If there is a choice between supporting yourself 

and ~ivin~ to others , you come first . 73 (T. B. Baba Metzi ' o 

J O) Thereafter, the order of priority is: the poor in your 

family, in your city , in another city, elsewhere in Israel 

and finally the non- Jewish poor. (T.B . Baba Metzi ' a 7Ja ; 

Tanhuma Mishpatim 15) Yet , within this list there are ad

ditional criteria. If the choice is between a n /1'?/c. and 

a ? (l)' , within any of the preceding groups , the ~rc.p 

takes precedence. Within one's family a paternal half

brother has priority over a maternal half-brother, pre

sumably because he shares more directly in the line of 

inheritance and in the perpetuation of the donor ' s family 

name . (Sifrei R' ei J16) Nevertheless, there do seem to be 

some exceptions . Eliezer of Barthotha used to run after the 

chi1rity collectors . One day he was going to buy a nedunya, 

a wedding outfi t, for his daughter when he saw some people 

coll ectine; money to buy one for an orphan . He decided that 

3n orphan took precedence over his ovm daughter and Rave 

them his money . For this act of charity he was greatly re-

55 
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~arded . (T . B. Ta •anit 24a)74 

Another special case i s that of a traveller who is 

assessed for a charity donation while in a foreign to~m . 

If he is there as an individual , he is to pay the assessment 

which is used to support the local poor. However, if ~;> 

11~, the representatives of one city , y,o to another and 

a re assessed , they must pay but the money will be return ed 

to them upon their departure so it may be u-ed to help the 

poor in their home city. Thi s ruling applies only if there 

is no 1'1 1?0 , no talmid chacham , in charge of charity . 

(T. B. Me~illah 27} The concern here involves the distr ibu

tion of charity funds . It is preferable to have the official 

r epresentatives handle the assessment if there is no talmid 

chacham present than to entrust it to a local collector who 

mif!ht be less r eliable and less accountable . 

If the choice is between giving money to a Jew or to a 

non- J ew at interest , one must still lend to the Je\-1: 

! lc.G· et> P~ Ir •f4Y; , , ?J' .,,, :111 1nk 
A master said: 

A choice between a member of my people 
and a non- Jew - my people come fi r st 
obviously! 

(T . B. Baba Metzi ' a ?la) 

In fact , it is a siF,n of merit if one is able to lend his 

money to Jews : 
ft 1~11~ PJ':>j Pfc - ;>t1f pt>PI 

. rtr Si tt~ e { , 1d Pl<.1 ; ;>lj>1' 

If you deal your bread to the hungry. (Isa. 58: 7) 
If you ' re worthy, you ' ll give to the hunp;ry 
of Jacob ; if not , to satiate Esau. 

(Vayikra Rabbnh J~ :J J) 
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Non- Jews have a unique relationship to poverty and 

wealth. There are ten shares of wealth in the world. Nine 

of them went to Rome and one to the rest of the world. Of 

the ten parts of poverty , ni ne went to Lod (Israel) and one 

to the rest of the world . The non-Jews seem to have done 

rather well , according to this f ormulaic understanding. 75 

Yet, if non-Jews live among J ews and become rich , their 

success is attributed to the Jews. Similarly, if a Jew 

lives among non-Jews and becomes poor , his failure is due 

to the company he has been keeping. (Sifra Behar 25) The 

messa~e is clear: do not seek out rich non- Jews with whom 

to live, for their company is likely to impoverish you . If 

the non-J ews try to exploit the Jews among them , if they use 

them for slave labor in the building of storehouses , they 

will become poor and their lives will be endangered . ( T.B. 

Sotah JJ a) 76 

Althouf:h as we have seen the rabbis encouraged the poor 

to take. a full share in the community , they did realize that 

their difficult s ituation required some special consideration 

with respect to the ritual and civil law. In the area of 

ritual l aw the rabbis were particularly sensitive to the 

pli~ht of the poor. A popular saying claimed 

f~ IJl' J(.f ~I< , poverty fo llows the poor. The rabbis 

saw the truth of this statement in the way in which the 

poor brought the first fruits to the priests . While the 

rich used p:old and silver l:.inskets which they took home with 

them, the poor used wicker baskets which the priests kept. 
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Thus , the poor went home empty-handed among the lepers , who 

had to show their state publicly (Lev . 13 : 45) fo r all to hear. 

(T . B. Baba Kamma 92a) When they discussed t he poor man ' s 

sacrifice , the r abbis st~essed how si~nificant and import ant 

it was . ':le have alr eady seen that the meal- of feri~I?: was at

tributed to the poor as if t hey had sacrifi ced their lives . 

(T . B. Menachot 104b) While the smell of burni ng birds ' 

win~s ( the sacri fice of th e poor) usually made one nauseous , 

win1?:s \·rere burned at the alt a r so it mi~ht be enhanced 

( ~ 1~1' ntl;~i) ~l)'t ) by t he onl y offerinJZS which t he poor 

could brin~ . Fur thermor e , the poor man ' s sacrifice often 

took pr ecedence over that of the rich . Once King A~rippa 

wnnted to offer one thousand burnt off erin~s. He told the 

priests t hat no on e else was to offer any sacr ifi ce until 

the king ' s offerings were compl eted . Yet , a poor man came 

with two turtl e doves , half of his daily cat ch , a nd the 

priest offered them upon the altar befor e burning t he king ' s 

sacrifices. He did so since other wise he would have destroy

ed the man ' s livelihood . The poor man ' s sac r ifice (a rather 

~enerous one) and his continued sustena nce took precedence 

over t he kin~ ' s fancy desires . Agrippa himsel f agr eed t hat 

this was the proper thing to do . (Vayikra Rabbah J : 5) 

We also find the case of a man who brought an ox to be 

sacrificed. The ox would not move because i t had a needl e 

wit hin it . When a poor man offer ed his bundle of endive , 

th e ox sneezed and expelled the needle throu~h i t s throat 



without creating any invalidating perforation. The sacri

fice of the poor man came firs t and it enable the r i cher 

person t o offer his as well . (Vayikra Rabbah 3:5) 
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Since the poor baked their bread by puttin~ it directly 

over the fi r e i n order to save fuel , th e question a r ose as 

to wh ether s uch bread was sub j ect to the i'>f f) , the bread 

offer ine: . It was concluded t hat sirce this was indeed the 

bread of the poor, the offering had to be made even though 

all of the dou~h had in effect been cast into the fire. 

(T . B. Pesachim 17b) The rich were sens itized symbolically 

to the life- style of the poor when they participated i n th e 

Passover ritual. Now t hey t oo had t o bake mat zah ouickly 

over the fi r e co as not to wast e fuel and had to eat it in 

small pieces as the poor did . (T . B. Pesachim 1J5b- 1J6a) 

In addition, it was decreed that all aspect s of the 

funer al serv i ce were t o be identical fo r the rich and 

the poo r. Th e poor wer e not to be embarrassed or dis

hear tened at the time of death within their famili es as 

they were so often in their lives . Therefore , a ll Jews 

used pl ain biers , covered the faces of the dead, used color

ed glasses and put out the same kinds of flowers in the 

house of mourning . Nothing was to be done which would dis

tin~uish the socio- economic ~roupin~s . (T.B. Mo ' ed Katan 27) 

While this was certainly the idea l to which the rabbis 

looked , it is unlikely that it did i n fact occur . A more 

r eal situation involved th e pr oper Sha bbat attire . It was 

nl so deemed acceptable fo r t he rich women to go out on 
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Shabbat wearing all of their finery , their gilded hairnets 

and silver head bands, while the poor wore bands of color

ed material. (T. B. Shabbat 57b) We must recall , however, 

that on the most joyous holidays it was hoped that even 

clothes differences were removed . (T . B. Baba Bathra 12lu) 

Distinctions were also made according to the eco

nomic situation of the community as ~ whole . Although 

Temple objects were not to be made like secular ones , this 

\·1as pennitted if the community was too poor to do other

wise . Thus , th e ruling that the lampholders were not to 

be made of wood was set aside during the Hasmonean cleans

in~ and rededicating of the Temple due to the people ' s po

verty. As they got richer , the candlesticks \·1ere overlaid 

first with metal and later with gold and silver . (T . B. Rosh 

Hashannh 2 /i b) Similarly , the discussion of the proper 

place for the Havdalah service related to the wealth of the 

community. At first , since they were poor , the members of 

the Kenesset Ha~edolah put Havdalah within the T' .fillah so 

it would not require the drinking of an extra cup of wine. 

\'/hen the economic situation improved , the service was se-

parated but whenever conditions worsened again it was rein

corporated . (T . B. Berachot 33a)77 

Within the area of civil law special consideration was 

also ~iven to the poor . The model for and justification of 

this practice comes f r om the midrashic view of G-d's be

havior. G-d exacts punishment from a person according to 

the extent of his possessions . The rich pay with oxen; the 
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poor ~ive sheep . (T. B. Pesachim 118a) Similarly, there are 

six crimes whose punishment varies with the perpetrator' s 

economic status.78 Three ~roupings are recognized before 

the law with r espect to these crimes: the rich , the poor , 

and the poorest amon~ the poor. (T . B. Keritot JOb) There 

are also two seals in the Temple for the rc.G1 (\ , the drink 

offerin~s . One is labelled f ~ lll•n , and the other /<L//\ 
accordin~ to the differentiation set forth in the 

Torah . (M. Shekalim 5:3) 79 The rich and the poor do have 

different legal status in these areas where special consid-

eration will help the poor to participate more fully . 

This can be seen in the court procedures as well. If 

a person injures someone , he is liable to him for five items , 

one of \·1hich is Jlt I~ , embarrassment. But how is this em

barr~ssment to be measured? R. Meir, feeling that all peo

ple a r e primarily 1'110 j.:> , free and equal, claims that 

it. is the same whether the injured party is rich or poor. 

R. Yehuda arpues thn. t gr ent men suffer more embarrassment . 

Yet, the halachah follows n. Shimon who incorporates both 

of these views to some extent . There is a difference be-

tween the level of embarr assment of different socio-eco-

nomic groups but R. Shimon lessens that differ ence. The 

rich a r e therefore treated as free men who have just lost 

their possessions a nd are at the top of this grouping. The 

~oor are treated as the lowest members of this group . (T . B. 

Baba Kamma 86a) 

More favorable treatment is ~iven to the poor in other 
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are.as . A poor man ' s pled~e must be returned to him as soon 

as possible. One cannot keep his collater al overni~ht al

though in the case of a rich man' s pled~e one need not be 

so prompt i n return inr; it . (T . B. Baba Metzi ' a 1J4h) If 

one hires laborers , he must pay the P")'f first , the 

Pjl';>fc. second and the P'"'>'l'{ last. All of th e poor 

must be paid on the day th ey work. ( ~ . B. Baba Metzi ' a 1 lJ b) 

These cases shm·1 the si:rent concern \·thich the rabbis had for 

the poo r and the efforts to which they went to lighten their 

burdens . 

Beyond the letter of the l aw, efforts wer e also made 

to encouraP.:e the Jew to favor the poor. For example, if 

th ere was a doubt about whether some produce had been pro

pP.rly tithed nnd the full amount left for the poor , the 

case was decided i n favor of the land-owner. Yet , as 

Resh Lakhish arP"ues : ? 
? tj\'~ ~ 9 'lc.N . lp'~3~ a11 :J1 

. ,~ ,}\, 7)i,., r~ 3 

Do justice to the afflicted and to the 
poor. (Ps. 82 : J} 
\·/hat is the meanin~ of "do justice"? • •• 
Be liberal with what is yours . 

(T. B. Chullin 134a) 

Althourh the disputed ?roduce legally bclones to the l and-

ovmcr, he i s encoura~ed to be y,enerous and to give it to the 

poor voluntarily . Furthermore , there are limitations placed 

on the damages that can be assessed against a poor workman . 

If he breaks a wine ke~ , one cannot take his clothers or 

attach his W::>Pes . The rea son f.iven deals with the spirit 
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''"" }' 
To keep the path of the ri~hteous . (Prov. 2 : 20) 

(T . B. Baba Metzi ' a 32a) 
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The ri~hteous Jew \·Jill not i nsist on the full letter of thc

law. SO Yet, even here there is a limit. As Bet Hillel 

argues , one cannot declare something tc. be 1-pf):;) , t o 

be O\·merless, only with respect to the poor. An item can 

be 1 j>9;) only if it is available equally to the rich and 

the poor . Preferential treatment seems to contradict the 

essential nature of the principle of 1 j> i)-0 a nd is there

fore not permitted. (T.B . Baba Metzi ' a )Ob) 

The r~bbis saw the life of the poor as th e harshest 

form of existence . They felt the depth of their affliction 

Rnd str ove to ease their burdens as much as possible. In 

an effort to convince the Jews of the terrible nature of 

poverty , th e rabbis used extreme , hyperbolic midrashim which 

showed i n a dramatic way the dependence , the embarrassment 

and the pain of being poor . 'rhcy urged all Jews to help 

relieve the suffering of those less fortunate than they 

and did their best to include the poor as full participants 

in the life of the community . The poor were encouraged to 

over come the burdens of their daily lives , to wi ths t and 

the t emptations of poverty and to observe the mitzvot . 

There can be no question that the midrashim which refer 

to poverty as a ~ood , ins trumental quality are rationaliza-



tions and that the rabbis did their best to avoid becoming 

economically dependent themselves and to keep their fellow 

J ews f r om becoming so . 



CHAPTER IV 

G- D•S ROLE IN THE DISTRIBUTI ON OF INCOME; 
HIS SPECI AL RELATIONSHIP TO THE POOR 

Having examined the r abbinic attitude toward wealth 

and poverty , we are now ready to t urn to those questions 

which most concerned th e rabbis: What is G-d ' s role i n 

the establishment of the present di str ibution of wealth 

and poverty i n the world? If poverty is so harsh , if it 

is almost 11ke death, then how could 0-d bring it upon 

anyon e? Indeed , why has He not made the distribution of 

income an equal one? We will begin by showing that the 

rabbis believed that G- d was indeed responsible for the 

existin~ income distribution, that all wealth is His and 

that He ~ives it to man . Thereafter , we will discuss t he 

nature of that distribut ion and the r abbinic under standing 

of the concept of a fixed amount of world wealth and po

verty . Finally, we will turn to the special r elationship 

which exists between G- d and the poor, leaving fo r the 

next chapter a detailed analysis of the reasons for the 

existence of poverty. 
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All wealth belongs to G-d . The rabbis based this con

clusion on two verses : Mal achi 2: 8 a nd Psalms 24 :1. 81 We 

often find them using expr essions which conv ey t his under

s t andinr, . If one desires to get rich , he should pray for 

mercy to 1fi 1tJil>t 'N , to Him who has all wea l t h. (T. B. 

Niddah ?Ob) Elsewhere , the rabbis remark that JfHtJ~ r...) 
K/?J Jft , all wealth is His . (Derech Eretz Zuta 4) 82 



With this wealth G- d sets the distribution of income. He 

opens His treasury for the rich (Tanhuma Mishpatim 12) , 

ann He sets poverty for others : 

jl Jl/tl / 1tiY f-" Ill _1)'t¥ ~l e. 

I made you rich and him poor. 83 
(Tanhurna Mishpat im 15) 

Moreover , He oft en does so in a very s trong way , as R. 

Yehoshua b. LP.vi said after witnessin~ ~he suffering of 

the poor in Rome : 

"d~t" "'" ~I pie~ 
}'~ ~~" ./lf~ '(vi J>t~ 

When You p.;ive , You give plent ifully; 
When You diminish (smite), You afflict 
(one with) poverty . 

(Pesikta de Rav Kahana 9:1) 

The rabbis ' primary concerns here appear to be twofold . 
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In the case of th e rich, th ey worry about their becomin~ 

excessively arr ogant . They fear tha t they will conclude 

that their wealth is the r esult of personal achievement 

~nd success , which presumably have earned th em the free

dom to use it as they wish. In th e case of the poor their 

concern s lie i n the aforementioned problem of theodicy. 

Thus , the messare here is that all wealth belongs to and 

comes from G- d , not from the effort s of the rich ; and tha t 

G-d, has i ndeed f ~ f (J tJ , crushed , some of His people 

with poverty : r!.J):J1/, and I have afflicted you (and 

I have made you poor) . Furthermore , it is He who will re-

move this ar fliction : J\ IJY ~N'O ti J'llu fi e. ~It 
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I will no lon~er show him the signs of poverty . (T . B. Gittin 

7b) 

G-d has established the distribution of income and no 

one is to question it . Both poverty a nd wealth are part 

of His plan . Thus , the rich are not to scorn the poor as 

if poverty is a sign of disgrac e , 
. ~ !J ltc )' 't1 .Jli 

lk lj'lt<. fil~ /tli>t ~" 
1 ;JtJ/r -11n , /'fr t'"ti JJ 
. t 't fN f c.J;J I' fr I[, t:J 

For I hav e made him poor and whoever 
robs him or mocks him blasphemes His 
creator a nd it is as if he mocked Me. 

(Tanhuma Behar 2) 

As we shall see below, the poor did not become so because 

they were in some way l ess talented in business or lazy . 

Poverty is the result of G- d ' s allocation of personal re

sources. The lose of status of the poor is not absolute. 

G-d, who is behind it, i s alone absolute and the di~nity 

of the poor is , thus , ~aranteed . Just as the rich are not 

to scorn the poor, so the jud~es a re not to side with the 

poor a~ainst the rich in thei r legal suit s . One cannot 

rule a~ainst a rich person simply because he is rich and 

can afford to pay the judgment . No one is empowered to 

steal from the rich , 

as well : 

for their allocation comes from G-d 

11 •it::>~ :n111fc. .JIU 
, Ii ;le rr G!J P)'Jc.I 



For I have said that he be rich , 
and you have taken from him . 

(Shoher Tov T' hillim 82) 

The rich are also part of G- d ' s plan and they are not to 

be deprived unfairly of their allocation . These midrcshim 

show the rabbinic understanding of human nature and of two 

natura l human prejudices : to put down the poor and to take 

from the rich . 

One must accept the allocation he has and use it t o 

satisfy the needs of his existence . This conclusion is il-

nstr:lted most clearly in the followin?; midrash. When a 

recently impoverished man came before Rava asking fo r sup

port , Rava asked him about his former life style. It had 

been one of luxurious livinff , fat turkeys a nd old wine. 

Hava was troubled by this and he wondered if the man had 

considered the needs of the community durin~ the time that 

he was 

Did I eat of theirs? I ate of G- d ' s 
as it is taught: " '!'he eyes of all wait 
for You and You give them their food i n 
its season" (according to his habit) 
(Ps . J45 : J 5) In their season is not 
written rather in its season , teachin~ 
that G-d ~ives each person sustenance 
in his situation. 

(T . B. Ketubot 67b) 
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'.'Jhntever G- d has a l located for a person should be sufficient 

to meet that per son ' s needs . 84 Although Rava is not im

mediately convinced by this argument , the sudden appear-

anc c of his sister after thirteen years of separation chanr-es 

his mind , for s he is carrying a fat tur key a nd some old win e. 

Nevertheless , this remains a difficult and ideal pattern of 

behavior . 

However, the rich a r e not f r ee to use their wealth as 

they see fit . Rather, they must see th emselves as the custo

dia ns of G-d ' c pr operty . As R. Avin said : 

. -V'j 'N ? Jt~ t>'i> t:}'.)Of# ,~ fc. . p•;>l.,1 

"The needy" (Deu . 15 : 7) As re~ards the 
ooor man , ~ive of your wealth which i s 
i!is . 

(Vayikra P.abbah 14 : 9) 

The wealth is G- d ' s ; the rich are merely His agents . He 

opens His treasury and gives them money to use accor ding 

to his wishes. 85 They a r e to give money to the poor and 

to lend it to them , for these are the only fo rms of r edis

tribution which possess a ler.al , t houP'h imprecise , charac-

ter. 

The rabbis also wond er what impact a man' s behavior , 

h t f k h d ·11 h h" - 86 
t e nmoun o wor e oes , wi ave on is i ncome. 

Will hard work lead to ~reater i ncome? Perhaps the best 

expression of their answer is found i n T. B. Niddah 70b : 

: J-i>f 1Nt ? >~Y}' 'I p~ It ~tl' ;')IJ 
f1tJk . ~ftJK,) ~·, kt'/ )f)/f)o,) ~;Y') ' 



What shall a man do to become rich? 
He said to them : Let him work hard at 
~1siness and deal truly. They said to 
him: Many have done so and have not 
succeeded. Instead , let him seek mercy 
from Him who has nll wealth . As it is 
sn id : "Mine is the silver and the gold . " 

(Ha11;gai 2 : 8) 

A m~ n • s income depends in part on his own efforts and in 
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part on what G-d has ordained fo r him. Even as J ob could 

choose between poverty and other suffering as affliction 

from G-d , so man has a choice between r eaching the maximum 

income destined for him or achieving other goals . (Sh•mot 

Rabbnh 11 : J1 ; T. B. Ta •anit 2la) 

Yet, despite this statement, the rabbinic emphasis 

seems to be placed on G- d ' s role in t he distribution of 

income , e. f'. . ':> ;)·t~ 'Ill IPlkJ ~;>~ :;,'";) j)1 ,,,,, 

'J P'"h1 /~NII tl1 ;r,t fl ti I lcJI 1111 IJ' 
':J '~" . p'1' vjl f ~t • i)j GiJlt1 p'pNc 
lcJI• ptikfJ :;,~11 ~ . ?111'111 k.J /14tJ Jc[ 
~1111{ nij/4,J pfti>J .;r,Jno;> fNtl 
f flol })~~O;l t 11~ 1f.~/c.; 1't.¥ '>U) 

fr1 )'hP~Ni> fr /~It>/ ?lttlS rnj"" 
:">'t,l ;>i1) lj'#C, P1~~ 

" The children of Reuben had many cattle ." 
(Num . J2 : J) Consider the text : "For not 
from the east nor from the west and not 
f rom the wilderness is lifting up for G-d 
is ,jud~e : 



this one He brings down and this one 
He raises up ." (Ps . 75 : 7) What is the 
meaning of For not from the east nor 
the west? Not as a result of whet a 
man goes out and does in business and 
poes from east to west will he become 
rich ; even if he sails i n ships and 
~oes from east to west and returns to 
the deserts and mountains , he will not 
become rich •• • 

(Bamidbar Rabba h 22 :7) 

G- d ' s role is the primary one here and ma . ., ' s heroic ef-

forts seem futile indeed. Lasting wealth can come f rom 

Him alone : ? ~tl'k. . d.?;> ~:) ~ 1tJi;;> \)') ~ 
nl'.)~ Jlf t»I P"Nt Jl]..nll J;)t ftJ~ 
1e~ cf-t 11t11 J]\'11?~ f;>/<. m~l'"' 

. Pl~J ~·re. p~ I 
If one merits wealth, he merits every
thing (wisdom , strength) . When? When 
these are the gifts of heaven and come 
by the power of Torah . But man ' s power 
and his wealth are nothing. 

(Bamidbar Rabbah 22 : 6) 

Man ' s efforts will in the end prove t o be worthless . Th e 

wealth he gathers fo r himself will not last . This empha-

sis on~~-~j1~ ~\~~ ~k ~~rr;(i;J ~;e,i{:1~~;g ·?,~drash , 
p'O) ) 1eftl)tJ '~k P'~n1 t l'il 'I ?>fj>I ~· rJ 

Ill J)h 'ti~ ~•tcJ -l\~tdl(J) Jtl J)f')Y J'lt9 11eJ 
. ?li~v •)I lo.,~ ·~ : '0" l~fl 'l&li;)t; ·~~ (U1t .J\~·,., 1.;, 

Rabbi Meir says : A man s hould always 
teach his son an easy, c l ean trade and 
seek mercy from Him who has all wealth 
a nd property. For neither poverty nor 
wealth are based on one ' s trade but on 
Him who has all wealth . As it is said : 
"Mine is the silver and the gold . " (Hagp-ai 
2 : 8) 

(T. B. Kiddushin 82b) 

7J 



The trade at which one works has no aut omatic relation-

ship to the i ncome one earns . Whi l e it seems that one 

cannot expect to r eceive money if he does not work at 

all , he ca n nevertheless become rich or poor while work

in~ a t any trade. G- d determines how effective man's 

efforts will be . It therefore fol l ows naturally that 

the proper strategy for an unskilled, unlettered poor 

person would be to learn a simple handicraft and pray to 

G- d for support . He need not humble himself before those 

who a re wi s er a nd richer than he or attempt business ven-

tures about which he knows little. He need but master a 

craft and rely on G- d ' s mercy . (T . B. Ketubot Rabbah 6 : 8) 

Both ma n and G- d have a significant role to play, but the 

emphasis here is on G- d. 

Yet , i nterestingly enough , man does have some impact 

on the size of G- d ' s treasury. G- d is often compared 

to a rich man since we have seen that He owns all wealth . 

We are warned not to curse G- d in our thoughts or in the 

privacy of our bedrooms. The words denoting G-d here are 

pAtr U /:>W and pf17 k /1'U. (Kohelet Rabbah 10: 23) 

El sewhere G-d is likened to a rich man with poor rela-

tives whom He nevertheless acknowledges as His brethren 

and treots well. (Sh ' mot Rabbah 31 : 5) However, the 

actions of man, in particular the extent to which he 

busies himself with Torah, can change a ll of this. They 

can reduce this rich G-d to the level of a {" , a poor 

person. Thus , the midrash tells us : 
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t;>~ Idle 1•131J p·~~.,J J''c : J~·(,p ;>1 111fL 

f·;>e;> . ~,~~j) f"' p)'f3";, ='~ .-nJJ Sic·,) 
~1.J ;'/)~ lfJ6Y tcli VOf/,> -;)'-l)t _,,,f3~ 
{~" J1 1J1e r" f'ICJ ,?" ~,.,9 f" '"J'i 

~· f7lfN Jc}~ (" Piel 
nav Katina said : The r ains are not with
held except on account of neglect of To
rah . As it is said : "By slothfulness the 
rafters sink in . " (Eccl. 10 : 18) ; out of 
the sloth which was in Israel wh0n they 
did not deal in Torah G- d became a • 
And means poor. As it is said : '18ut 
if he be too poor for they evalution • • • " 
(Lev . 27 : 8) 

(T.B . Tn ' anit 7b) 

The rains stopped coming onto the earth because G- d had 

become too poor to send them . I n some small way , man' s 

behavior can influence the size of G-d ' s wealth , just as 

we shall see below that a man' s personal i ncome will be 

affected by the extent of his i nvolvement wi t h Torah . 87 

G- d has several agent s who help him deter mine and 

carry out the desired distribution of income. In one 

scenario , the j\f~ft , Abraham , Isaac and Jacob, a r e seen 

as beouea thin.fl; 11~1 J\ ';l , homes and riches , t o their 
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descP.ndants . (Shoher Tov Mishlei J8) Elsewhere , the Knes

set Ha~edolah sets the proper level of remuneration for 

scribP.s , purposely keepin~ them at a low economic posi

tion so they will continue to work with pure spirits. 

(T . B. Pesachim 50b) The charity collectors also played 

a role . Althou~h the Mishnah restr icts their f r eedom some

what and prohibits their using funds collect ed for one pur

pose to be used for another (Mishnah Shekalim 2 : 5)~8the later 



rabbis ~ave them great er latitude. The soup kitchen was 

ori~inally designed for the use of all poor people while 

the cha rity fund, v9'p ' was to be used for the local 

poor alone. Yet , now the "')'6i) Y, the representatives 

of the town could use the money raised for the soup kit

chen as well as that for the charity fund i n any way they 

wish . In fact , they soon mixed both collections together 

a nd divid ed it as they saw fit . (T.B. Baba Bathra Sb) 

Despite the powers invested in these human agents to al

ter the existin~ income distribution, the rabbis seemed 

to feel that it was best for on e to learn to live with 

what he had . Thus, R. Yitzhak agreed to make R. Mani ' s 

rela tives poor and then rich aF,ain i n a n effort to solve 

their interpersonal problems and create peace in their 

homes. It soon became clear that these chan~es of econom-

ic status did little to accomplish the desired effect . 

One had to learn to live well regardless of his income. 

There was a limit to the effects which economics had on 

one ' s l ife . (T . B. Ta ' anit 23b) R. Yitzhak had the power 

to make these chan~es just as R. Shimon b. Yochai could 

fill a valley with coins (Midrash T' hillim 92 :8), but i n 

neither case does this ability change the basic conditions 

of life . R. Shimon •s s tudents do not take the money; they, 

too , l earn it is best to live with their present alloca

tion . 89 

This allocation of economic wealth is set at the be-

ginnin~ of one's life if not before . During pregnancy, the 



L 

75 

supervising an~el , t akes a drop of the embryonic 

fluid and brings it before G- d who announces whether the 

ch ild will be weak or stron~ , wise or foo lish , rich or poor. 

(T.B. Niddah 16b) ~s Rav Yehudah said in the name 
flj1 ..np Cj l#lf)) )0'3• ~l'i> Pf' P'tl'lk 

j1fQ> p'? .JIW~ ;JI~ J'll ~1t1l1CJ .rl<.11· 
~~rrv~ ~rf m> ;xt, ~1f e>f 

Forty days before birth, a Bat Ko l 
goes out and says : The daughter of 
so-and- so for so- and- so ; th e house 
of so- and- so for so- and- so ; the field 
of so- a nd-so for so- and- so ! 

(T . B. Sotah 2a) 

oo 
of Rav: · 

fhe P.conomic status , as well as the marital future , of the 

child is decided befo re he is born . 9J In addition to this 

i nitia l loni:r term allocation, there is an annual review 

which occur s at the be[!:inninp: of each year . On Rosh Ha-

shanah a per5P~i: yr;r ;~Uat~je,,~s eio=?" 
./onplltJ ~IJI ''fUI t, '>II 

For on Rosh Hashanah i t is decreed 
about a man what he will earn and 
what he will lack . 

(Vayik r a Rabbah 34:11) 92 

Yet, even here the di alectic is not lost since we also know 

that p rayer, t zedakah and r epentence can change the decreo . 

Later, on the last day of Succot the a~ricultural output 

is det ermined as th e amount of rainfall for the year is 

fixed . Everyone watches to see the wind direction as it 

passes over the wood pile . Only if it is blowinr, f rom west 

to east will there be large output , moderate prices and a 

~ood s ituation for both th e producers and the consumers . 
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(T . B. Yoma 2Jb) 

At times , one Ket s the i mpression that the rabbis felt 

that the totol amount of wealth in the world was a f ixed 

constant . 91 Ther efor e , if any particular group were to 

i ncrease its holdin~s , this implied that some other ~roup 

had decr eased its share of the world ' s wealth . There are 

t en p'?'f> , ten measures or shar es of wealth and ten s hares 

of poverty which exist in the world . (T. B. Kiddushin h9b; 

Esther Rabbah J : 17) This is the sum total of the world ' s 

economic situa tion . Some part of the world must be rich 

and some part poor. Given t he rather par ochial outl ook 

of the rabbis , it is not surprisin~ that this wealth and 

?OVerty was allocated completely amen~ the l ocally rich 

a nd poor . J.loreover , there were several i nstances in Jew-

ish history when G- d took wealth away from other p;roups 

so that the Isr aelites mip;ht prosper. He put down the 

Midianites in order to raise up Israel (Bamidbar Rabbah 

22 : 7) ; He transferred wealth from the Egypt ians to His 

people . ( Sh ' mot Rabbah 9: 9) At the l east, it i s clear 

t hn t the rabbis did not see economic growth enabling all 

people to r;ain s imultaneously . In answer to the question 

of whether there would always be poor people in the world, 

the rabbis said/>lp" ~t ')37 p'&/-t PJb. j~il 
p't/1 PJ"' 1·~f.)J ,P'1ok,;> PJr;Jlc 

.P:J-;> P]l':>lc. Plj>ti U !)131 
Whenever you do G- d ' s will , others 
will be poor , but when you do not 



do His will , th ey will be among you . 
(Sifrei Piska lJh) 
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The set amount of poverty will always exist in th e world . 

The only way to remove it from the Israelites is to ::;hift 

it onto other peoples . 

Yet , this understanding did not answer the rabbis ' 

underlyin~ auestions . Why did poverty have to exist in 

th e fi rst place? Why was the distribution of i ncome not 

created equal i n the bep.;innini;? As Kinp:; David 

! pr1~1r ~' , pf11D fftl1 G-d : 

Master of the Universe, make your 
world ever1ly balanced! 

and G-d r eplies : , -v11t 
. F>J?]j• 

't1vcr virf, Pfc. 
/II J\llV Rdn 

says to 

If I make My world equal, who will 04 
practic e truth a nd loving- ki ndness . 1 

(Sh 'mot Rabbah JJ : 5) 

Th ere is something inherent in the unequal distribution 

which fulfills a higher purpose. Why did G-d cr eate the 

rich l'lnd the poor? He created them so that they mil!ht 

dra\ot sustenance from each other . (Pesikta Rabbati 20J) 

The economic structure set the s tage for activities of a 

more critical natur e . 

We shall discuss this higher purpose and how it was 

expressed in t erms of the tests which G- d makes of both 

the rich and the poor in Chapter6 . Here , it is impor

t ant to realize that the rabbis were not completely satis

fied with this answer . Th ey looked at the priests and 
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saw that no priest coul d offer the J\11Cj\ , the incense 

offerin~ , twice until each had offer ed i t once. ~Thy? The 

distribution of income among the pr iests was to be kept 

reasonably e~ual! (T . B. Yoma 26a) 95 Even the criti~s of 

Judaism asked the r abbis why G- d , tha t ~reat lover of the 

poor , did not treat them any better. They were forced to 

respond : fiiJL '~ :J 

ii ~·~~ 
so that we may be saved thr ough th em 
from hell . 

{T . B. Baba Bathr a 9b- 10a) 

As th e poor live nmon~ us , t hey present endless oppor

tunities for th e rich to do t zedakah and to ac~uire merit 

thereby . The only answer possible was t hat G- d had a high-

er purpose i n bringing th e afflicti on of poverty down on 

some people . 

Yet , G- d does not abandon the poor in their miserable 

state . I n fact , there is a speci al , close r elationship be

tween G- d and the poor. He treat s them differently , pay

inr close a ttention t o their plight . He has called them 

His people : 96 ·. ~ .. 'i>t' j~f f/,Jt' nHf c, 

p "Jt : p~) j~(L ? r"' P'f>, 'JI 
. Pr.1• IJ11 ltlY '-,) POJ ~ : KJL 

Israel said before G-d: \'/ho a re Your 
people? He said t o them : The poor. 
As it is said : "For G- d has comforted 
His peotle ; He will have mercy on His 
poor." I saiah 49 : 13) 

(Sh ' mo t Rabbah 31 : 5)97 



G-d is near to the people and seeks to comfort them. In 

warnin~ the Israelites not to despise them , He uses a 
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word pl~y on '"' which expresses that the poor are My 

people and that they a re with Me . They are under G- d ' s 

protective win~ . (Tanhuma Mishpa tim J5) They are even re

ferred to as ''J? , My children , whose prayers have special 

effic~ cy before Him : £ l. :tjt ;)tit> _p::,'11>/c. 1~') p"-,31111 11Dt1 trJ•e.-, 
~'nJ-i) .':;, f,c. 'r".J ., : ;:>:_p.,, . ;>'-,~v -vr1v1 
~";>~ .~ ,"1c, .p1~,,;) J.J~ a~•" 1u;, lie.~.,,, ·J:l 1ffor1 -,-;>;) . ff~t,.ii ,~,.rr ,~l .;)N: ;,t11f 

. '"c.1'/iJf : ~ f Pf10>J !)1/Jtl 
\'/hen Israel went out from Egypt, Pharoah 
pursued them . As it is said : And Pharoah 
drew near . (Ex. 14 : 10) And it is written: 
hnd they called out to G-d. (Ex . 14: JO) 
?·~oses be~an to pray to G- d , too. G-d said 
to Moses : Vlhy are you standing there and 
prayinR , My children have prayed a nd I 
have heard their prayer . As it is said : 
You call to me. (Ex. 14:15) 

(Sh ' mot Rabbah 21 : 4) 

This midrash comes at the end of several passages which 

the rabbis brin~ to show that all people are equal before 

G-d . Moses, the grea test of all th e prophets , has no 

closer relationship to Him tha n does the most poverty

s tri cken I sraelite . 

Indeed, the poor may have even ~reater access to G- d 

than His anointed King David . David calls upon G-d five 

times in the first book of Psalms in an effort to get Him 

to rise up,98 but each time G-d r efuses , saying: 

P'ttt~ ~,.-' J' pfl rk 1f.~k. J? '1~ 



vf,:!f of ? Pf Jll J.//'tl . PJ> J'~ 
. P'p )''J P')l'i>fll P~~Gj PJ~ 

David , my son , even if you call Me to 
arise several (more) times, I wil l not 
do so . When will I arise? When you 
see the poor oppressed and th e needy 
sip.;hinr; . 

(Bereshit Rabbah 75 : J) 
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When the poor a re suffering , G- d mov es t~ ease their pligh~ 

without wai t ing to be called. Yet , if they do cry out to 

Him, He will move even faster to help them. 99 (Sifrei Re ' ai 

Jl7) In addition , if someone ~oes to the aid of the poor 

and is penalized for doing so , G- d hear s his cry and saves 

him as well. Thus , when Pelotit, Lot ' s daughter, was found 

guilty of supporting a mos t afflicted poor per son and was 

a bout to be burned by the Sodomites , she called out to G- d 

and He said : :bit ;)~;) 9Jl~"tJ:>:t> \)ft.1tJ l<j '>~le. 
Pliir> 'Y'c. ltt J>ltj ;') m~;) ll] i3 :> Pie. 
,,G,,f ";Jj>/ vf111) ~f(I ;)jtf~lo' f19l;}fc 
tcf/C. ;J_1:> I'll PJ yt3 ::>=i) • .,..,, ~ '11-:> ~ :'~(, 

.~1-rJJ~ 
Let Me p;o down and see if (the situa tion ) 
is l ike her cry which comes to Me . If the 
Sodomites have done accordin~ t o the cry 
of this ~irl , I will overturn Sodom ' s foun
dation . As it is sa id : "Is i t according to 
her cry?" (Gen . J8 : 21 ) Is it according to 
their cry is not written rather is it accord
to her cry . 

(Pirkei R. Eliezer 25) 

As the poor go from door to door seekin~ support , it 
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is G-d who goes with them and stands by their side at the 

threshold: bt IJ,lllt i>.S O Jt;) .. ,,;>ft "l"lc. 

~ti ft ?) ,, tVjli> I f n_}' ;) 
~INt' 0

J .'~e ·- ~'tJ' fi 
- //

1Pfl f '~J'f 
R. Avin said : A poor person stands on 
your threshold and G-d stands a t his 
ri.F,ht • •• a s it is said: '' For He s t ands 
Rt the right of the needy . " ( ~~ . 109 : 31) 

(Ruth Rabbah 5:9) 

The poor are not alone . In fact , at times it seems as if 

G-d is their business partner. Thus, if someone lends 

money to the poor or p.; ives them charity, it is G-d who re

pays . This r epayment can come in the form of .J'>l::>._j , of 

merit, in the Higher Court. \'/hen Sat an mentions his sins 

befor e G-d , this merit defends him. Moreover, he who can

cels a long overdue debt which a poor man owes him will find 

that G- d has ~raciously forgiven him for th e sins he com

mitt ed long ago . (Sh'mot Rabbah JJ : l) 

Anoth er f orm of repayment was noted earlier . Who

ever l ends money to the poor so that they can buy bread 

and live is repaid by G-d with long life as well. Should 

he or a member of his family be i n danger of death, G- d 

will save him and will i nc rease his time in this world. 

(Vayikr a Rabbah 11. : ::? ; Tanhuma Mishpatim 15)lOO Any ac t of 

kindness which a person does for the poor is treated as 

if he did it fo r G-d Himself. Th e t zedakah which our Fathers 

did for the poor in their midst earned th em the position 
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of beoueathin~ homes and wealth to their descendants . (Shoher 

Tov Mishlei J8} 

In His pr ot ection of the poor , G-d has a~ents on earth . 

~'1e find tha t the Bet Din serves as the p;ua rdia n of the pcor 

without beinr asked specifically to do so by the poor t hPm-

selves . It is a P.,v ~· ' J' an agen t of the poor. If one 

party- to a la\·1sui t is awa r ded damages and says that the a

ward is so small tha t it should go t o the poor , he cannot 

come back later and change his mind . The P'J1 ~' has 

acceot ed his donation on behalf of the poor and the pled~e 

cannot be rescinded . (T . B. Baba Kamma J6b) 

It should now be clear that the r abbis accepted the 

economic order within which they lived . They proposed no 

revolutionary or economic chan~es of any fundamental nature . 

R?.the r , they sought to give the exi s ting distribution cosmic 

sipnificance . G- d had set the allocation of wealth, and al

thouf'Th the r a bbis may have wonder ed why he did not do so in 

<J more egalitarian manner, they did their best to jus t ify th e 

pr esen t s ituation. They proposed and urged tha t thos e who 

were well off shar e their holdings with the poor, emphasiz

inr over and over aF-ain the tzedakah and l ending responsi-

bilit ies of the wealth . They also sav1 some chanp,e occurriny 

in the distribution as a r esul t of the observance of mitzvot . 

While a close r elationship was postulated between G-d and 

the poor in nn effort to ease their burdens , as we shall see 

below, they could only j ustify the economi c order of their 
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times by recop,nizing and accepting the idea that it had 

been established on the basis of hi~her, non- economic cri

teria . 



CHAPTER V 

THE CAUSE AND ROLE OF POVERTY 

As we have seen, poverty was a s tate which the rabbis 

hope to avoid . They often shared the popular notions a

bout how to keep from tempting fate and brin~ing poverty 

dovm upon oneself . In its harshness poverty was also seen 

as a form of punishment by G-d for the si1~ s which were 

committed by the I s raelites . Yet , beyond these interpreta

tions lay a different level of i nterpretation . Poverty 

was described as a purposefull state of existence thr ough 

which the Jew and his society could be changed and improv

ed . When people were poor , they tend ed to think and be-

have in a different manner and these changes may have been 

for the better . Poverty mi~ht ser ve as the instrument of 

G-d ' s will for ~ood . I n this chapter , we wil l examine each 

of these aspects of the causes and role of povert y . 

Jewish conventional wisdom has always contained many 

formulae which described the causes of poverty and implied 

th e means by which one mi~ht avoid it . Thus , we find a 

gr eat concern with cleanliness and with not even giv in~ 

the appearance of wastinF, anythin~ , especially food . The 

Israelit e is wa rn ed i n ~en eral t erms: 

. !.r':> ?IJ';:i vk/ ~il ..,.~ ~ l ~»' 

People must be careful with produce 
inside their home5 , 

for it is only as a result of their misuse of produce that 
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that Israel has been called P'dOJ , poor . (Yalkut Sh ' moni 

Shoftim 60) One must also be car eful in the way he dr inks 

frothy beer, for the f r oth can lead to catarrh , headaches 

or even 
poverty : r>i>J 'ti ,pon~ »e:p i>J>t'N 

v '' /) ~ N 1 fl i' 1 f fl tJ j> ~· ;) 
. fCJ' f 'J'r r /( ep 

Drinking it causes catarrh; blowin~ 
it away causes headaches ; skimming it 
causes poverty . 

(T. B. Chullin 105b) 

The more messy one i s with the froth of his beer , the more 

disastrous will be the results . The proper way to drink 

such beer is to let the froth settle by itself. 

avoid 

Cleanliness is crucially important if one seeks to 

pov erty : . fy.~¥1 'e.j> (0''?;:> 'J/4) 

. f!f bY f 'eJ> /c.J' 'i'? /<.?It) 
'e; 

1
/t iJ3n ~ JuJlolc. /c'f3 

. f!:l'IJ¥ T 
Bran in one ' s house causes poverty. 
Crumbs in one ' s house causes poverty . 
Dirt on the spout of a pitcher causes 
poverty . 

(T . B. Pesachim lllb) 

Why should this be so? Crumbs and dirt are dangerous be

cause they provide an opening for S-~ , the a ngel of po

verty , to enter on e ' s house . The angel ' s name means liter-

ally filth . He who is wasteful and careless with his food 
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may find that he has lost his sustenance altogether. The 

angel of poverty is particularly active on Tuesday and Fr i -

day n ights : 
..1''1' ;>') I ~ , f ;>I J) Jp ;l tJ , f, f ;> 

;, 'If.,, )' p 'j tJ I ? i 

On Tuesday and Friday nights evil 
spirit s rest on them (crumbs ) . 

(T . D. Pesachim lllb) 

As lon~ ~s one keeps his house clean , these spirits can

not enter and harm him. As Abaya realized, it is more 

than merely a question of tidiness for its own sake . 

Cleanliness prevents poverty as the followi ng midrash il-

lustrates: f<.1l ~·'r ")Ol~tJ ;,J~~ fO?~ Id~-» 
fc..j) ~ ~.' f.) I :;) I;) I<.~ I kJ l~t c1 

?'' ~n ftNl1 .1c.;>JG lc,1UtJI<. l'v~ 
·~~ 1 19\f);) ~ .,"k. :f~·" 1p~ ·I 

k,11' J' "It r~k1 'l)'_il .'~¥ '? f~J 
~'lJlt.(c.-n?)f f;)J'~fi •f;>'f ,~ . .,,,..,, 

fC';>t fcJ;,:;) ~·pa>k# 'IJ: ltJ~i':, 
.~ )''~tJ 

Once the angel of poverty was follow
inr, a certain man but could not get 
him because he was so car eful with 
crumbs . One day he ate bread on the 
Rrass . The angel said : Now he will 
surely fall into my hands . After he 
a te , he t ook a spade , dug up the grass 
a nd threw it into the river. He heard 
the anp;el say : Oy! This man has thrown 
me out of his house . 

(T.B . Chullin 105b) 

In addition, he who hangs food which is not usually hung 

up in his house puts his economic status in suspense . 



As the 
popular say/~d;"f~~~r i~~';i7, •Jp 

?>.!)Uri lclj' /y)1'0 lclp 
Something hanp; i.n.i; i n the house causes 
poverty. If you hang a basket of food 
you put your sustenance in suspense . 

(T . B. Pesachim lllb) 

Any unus ual or frivolous behavior with r espect to one's 

food can lead to poverty i n which one wot· ld certainly be 

morp ca r eful . 

Similarly , th e drinkin~ of win e and th e consequent 
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loss of control will also make one poor as we learn from 

the r abbis ' etymological word play on e11 J' ' new wine : 

. t 1 vtlJ 1~ .;) fQ Pflv 6t . eh .'.r 
New wine : All Hho become boastful throuFh 
i t wil l become poor. 

· (T . B. Yoma 76b) 

Respec t for one 's dwelling place is another possible ~uar-

ant ee aFainst personal economic disaster . Thus , one who 

urina t es on the floor beside his bed or who is careless i n 

the wa shin~ of his hands wi ll be led i nto poverty . (T.B. 

Shabb~t 62b) Such is a lso the case for him who marries i n

appropriat ely, whether an I sraelite to a priestess (T. B. 

Pesachim 49a) or a man t o a woman who will curse him for 

not buying her jewelry . (T . B. Shabbat 62b)]OJ ~·inally , he 

who appea r s t o scorn his wealt h by releasin~ his slaves be-

fore their time has been completed or who is unduly i nvolved 

with the worries of his possessions durin~ the times when 

he zhould be observin~ the Shabbat o r studyin.1; i n t he Bet 
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Hamidrash will also find himself quickly reduced to a lowly 

state . {T . D. Gittin J8b) 

The precedin~ collection of aphorisms are cautionary 

statements and warnine;;s against certain kinds of behavior. 

Some may be t aken rather literally , e . g ., he who wastes 

what he has may soon lose it . Yet, the others are little 

more than the wives ' tales of the period . 

Let us now turn to those cases where poverty is seen 

as a puni shment from G- d for sinful behavior . This may 

apply in the situation described above where the land-

owner is seen inspecting his property on Shabbat or having 

his main meal during the time of discourse in the Bet Ha

midrash . Althou~h these activities are obviously cautionary 

in nature , nnd thus also exa~gerations , they do illustrate 

the rabbis ' understanding of the spirit of Shabbat which 

was not to be violated. Once a person has become poor, it 

is clear that G-d disapproves of his 

-vG11 f t1 t? P~/c, 
behavior: 

. .;)~,11f,v 
Once a man becomes poor below (on earth) 
he becomes poor above (in heaven) too . 

(T . B. Sanhedrin lOJb) 

Just as the poor man has few friends on earth , so he has 

few supporters in heaven as well . G-d has also abandoned 

him.J 02 On his trip to Rome~ R. Yehoshua b. Levi saw the 

P'reat plirht of the poor and attributed it to G- d ' s smit-

inP' them. G- d ' s jud~ments agains t man are very strong. 

(Pesikta de Rav Kahane 9 :1) Yet, we must not for~et the 
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other side of the dialectic: G-d loves the poor. Each 

pole, lov e a nd abandonment , plays a role . Thus, these mid

rashim cannot be used as a basis for despisin~ the poor . 

Whenever a person sins , G- d begins to brin~ the siRns of 

poverty upon him. First , he suffers economic losses so 

~reat that he must sell his field . Lat er, he sells himself 

into s lavery. (Tanhuma Behar 3) I n answer to the question 

"\'/ill there always be poor people?" the rabbis say that as 

lon~ ns Isra el does G-d•s will, as long as the Jews do not 

sin, the poor will be among the non-Jews . Once Israel be-

~ins to trans~ress, however , the poor will be amon~ its 

citi7ens . (Sifrei Piska 114) 

Those \·fho do not busy themselves with the study of 

Torah or who do so in .'.ln impr oper manner will also be pun-

':!hoever does not busy himself with 
Torah , brings poverty unto his child-
ren . 

(Kallah Rabbati 2) 

He who does not set the proper example for his children by 

his own dedication to the study of Torah will find that his 

children will not study at all and will, therefore, become 

poor. In addition, he who learns the Torah well but is too 

conceited to share his knowledge with others and to l earn 

from them will also see the signs of poverty: 
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The si~n of conc ei t is poverty . 
(T . B. Shabbat ) 3a; T. B. Kiddushin 49a) 

Such conceit was the cause of the gr eat poverty experienced 

i n Babylonia . Yet , t hese midr ashim are not t o be t ak en 

literally. Perhaps poverty is used her e as an example of 

the bad consenuences which r esult f r om impr oper behavior. 

Fina l ly , i n an obvious exag~eration desi gned t o bolst e r th e 

oft en l i mi t ed power o f the Sages , the midrash t el is us tha t 

those who do t hini;.s of which the Sages disappr ov e will soon 

find themselves depriv ed of t heir possessions . 

~ ~ . }' p',. :> r> Pip~ 

''" ':Jherever the s~ges set t heir eyes (a~ainst 
someone) , there dea t h or poverty (will come) . 

(Mo ' ed Katan 17b ; Nedar im 7b) 

I n a further effo r t t o j ustify a nd ease the pain of 

pover ty , t he Sar.es post ul a t ed an i deal izing theodicy : t he 

i nstr umental r ol e of pover ty. They preached about the pos

iti ve function which i t might hav e i n the li f e of t he indivi-

du[)l as well as that of his societ y , and a bout the 1;ood which 

miRht r esult f r om i t. J acob wanted the tribe of Simeon t o 

be the poor est o f a ll t he tribes . He hoped that they would 

le?.vc their cit ies and become be~ga rs among their br ethren. 

These abandoned cit ies could t hen become the efpt1 '"')Y , 
the cities of r efuge. The poverty of the Simeoni t es would 

help to s truct ur e the I s rael i t e society accor ding to G- d •s 

wi l l. (Bereshi t Rabbah 98 : 10) Simila r ly , to safeguar d t he 
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holiness and accuracy of the parchments which were used for 

T' fillin and me~uzot as well as the sacred writings them

selves , the Knesset Hagedolah decreed twenty four fast days 

for the scribes . With their reduced income, they were sure 

that the scribes would continue to work and that they would 

do so carefully , with pure hearts . (T. B. Pesachim 50b)l03 

I n fact, G-d used poverty to cleanse aPd purify all 

of the I sraelites. The rabbis cite I saiah 48:JO 

f 'J\lf)~ ;-f o.J,'.l 1c.f1 l:J)Q)13 

. ~'"' 
Behold I have refined you but not as silver ; 
I have tried you in the furnace of affliction 
( !)Overty) . 

as the prooftext for their assertion that G- d had selected 

poverty as a ~ood quality for the J ews . {T . B. ChaF,ir,ah 9b) 

It purifies them and G- d brinp,s increasin~ amounts of it 

upon them until they are ready to repent. Each time the 

Isra elites sinned, He renewed the punishment until they 

realized th e error s of thejr ways. (Vayikra Rabbah Jk :6) 

f\s tt . Aha explnined , 

. k? .!M' p·PY f i..'.> h n r f,o t I r.) '').3 

Israel needs carobs to do repentance . 
(Vayikra Rabbah 35:5 ; 
Pesikta de Rav Kahane 117a) 

It is only when the Israelites were reduced to such a low-

ly state that all they had to eat were carobs , that they 

turned back to G-d and r epented . Thus , when seeking some

one to read before the conrreF,ation , the rabbis recommended 



choosinp: for such an honor one who was: 

P:Jt> rf ~I I r.~ ii Iv~ 
JcJ> I" t ~ J Pp''> 1.1' ·~' 

. :vfivJ';l pf e t?f 
An old man , fluent (in the prayers), 
who has sons but whose house is empty 
because his heart will be fully in his 
prr.iyer !j . 

The poor do pr ay more fervently ; they turn to G-a more 

often . 
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An even s tronger statement of this view is found in th e 

followin2'. hyperbolic midrash from Seder Eliyaha Zuta Pirka 5: 

P"r rK .'ll r" f'k.'1· Jl> .n''JYJJ\lli 
l~~;>I f ID~ /iltl t I? U ;;it,:> I di:>I pnf 

J' ;c.il ~ D n 'el 1 f' fl . . . f tc3t1 I P' 14'>1 

1>r~ .1 •e11 ,.~, ,nl:JY Jl.J\" 1Wl 
•f tJtt ('ttJ J)l:J' ?'1' 1wc rt;> 
. _]\ ':Jt r'-"" 1cill f'lls:> PC/D n 

For in poverty they fear G-d. \•/hey th ey 
ha ve no bread and no clothes and no oil 
for anointinv, , then they seek mercy and 
find it •.. those who do acts of loving
kindness do not come except from the midst 
of povert y ; neither do t hose who do chari
t a ble deeds nor those who do good deeds . 

It is ~ mit of pov erty that people learn t o behave well. 

It is R ~ood condition fo r those who seek tc be righteous . 

I ndeed , in Babyl onia i t was the great poverty of the peo

ple which made the holiday celebrations so very joyous. 

The special days of the calendar became the hi~h points of 
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the year for those who could not afford to celebrate a t any 

other time . (Shabbat l l15b) 

Poverty also provides less distraction for the Jew , 

ennblinY. him to concentrate more fully on the study of To-

rah . CompD r cd to Torah , all other activities are considered 

p1f G fl p'/ f)~ , idle matters , on which as little time as 

possible should be spent. If one accepts the fact that he 

is ooor and turns his mind to Torah inste'~ of business , 

poverty will have played a useful role . It will have served 

::-is the J:)")~ j) 't/c.1 , as the beginnint; of His WAy . 

(Shoher Tov T ' hillim 5; Midrash T' hillim 5: 2) 101, To be 

pious a nd rich is a difficult task , even for a chasid , 

who is knmm fo r his fulfillment of the mitzvot beyond th e 

letter of the law. Thus , the rabbis tell of one chasid who 

was very poor but who had vowed not to accept help from any

one . Elijah appear ed before him as an Arab a nd offered to 

lend him two silver pieces so he could set himself up in 

business . The chasid accepted the loan and soon became 

cuite wealthy . However , as he got used to bein~ rich he 

forp.ot ~~'OJ)) Q /Ne.I J))I~ 'on 1')11 , the time of his rieh

teousness and the practice of prayer . G-d complained to 

Elijah that he had obstructed the path of the one true 

chastd i n the world. It was only after Elijah made the 

chasid become poor a~ain that he was able to live as a 

rich man and still be as pious as he was before . It was 

easier to be pious , to be a chasid , as a poor man. (Yalkut 
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Sh ' moni nuth 60J) 

By now i t should be easier t o understand how the r ab

bis could at times refer t o poverty as a r.ood quality , even 

as a blessin~. Jo5 I n several different places , the rabbis 

describe how G- d sear ched among all of the possible good 

qualities with \'Ihich He could bless Israel. At th e end of 

this sear ch , He concluded that there was none better for 

His people than poverty. (Seder Eliyahu Zut.a Pirka 5; T. B. 

Chrip-ip-ah 9b) Indeed , in th e words of R. Al:iba , which para

ohr a sed a popular sayiny of the day , 106 

?pl · ~ ~)'i?~ IY".!J!>DN ;)~1 

. (c..1f 'n tl.'ofo~ flt'i~ f41t4lo 1<j')11J 

Pover ty i s as becoming to a daur,hter of 
J acob as a red band on th e head of a 
\·1h it e horGe . 

(VayH;r a Rabbah 35 : 5 ; Pesikta de 
Rav ~ahane JJ 7a) 

When DBvid asks G- d why the distribution of income is 

not eoual , He nnswer s : 

Love and truth , \·;ho will practice them? 
( Ps . 6J : 8) 

(Sh ' mot Rabbah 31 : 5) 

If ever yone had the same income and wea lth, hat·/ could pea-

ple help one another? I f they wer e all wealthy , no one 

could serve as a lender. I f th ey were all poor , there 

could be no securi ty offered as backing for loans . If 

'on and j\/(/c. ar e to be practiced i n th e world, the 

distr ibution of income cannot be eaua l. (Tanhuma Mi s hpatim 9) 



Furthermo re, the presence of the poor in the world 

serves as a way of saving all J ews f rom hell. As we have 

seen ;:ibove , the poor vrho have nearly lost control over 

their lives are not held fully accountable and , therefore , 

will never see f!ehinnom themselves . ( T . 13 . Eruvin LJ b) G-d 

acknowl ed1Tcs the tremendous burden which is placed upon 

them nnd as compensation for their sufferin~: 

. ~;)'t ft ~·~/J ,3(n· ')' /)t ;> 
As a rewa rd for his affliction , He will 
deliver him from the judgment of gehinnom . 

(Yebamot 102b) 

H pre poverty becomes, in itself, a means to a greater 

rew~rd . The rich a r e also saved from hell by the existence 

of the poor. Those of G-d ' s children who are so a~flicted 

offer opportunities to the r ich t o do tzedakah . If they r e

snond ~nd fulfill their responsibiliti es to the poor, G- d 

will r eward them and they too will be spared from the judg

ment of ~ehinnom . (Baba Bathra 9b-J Oa ) 

Thus , we see that the theodicy a rguments given by the 

r abbis are threefold . First , poverty may cause the poor to 

become better Jews . I t may encoura~e them to fill their 

lives with mitzvot and with rif!hteousness and may result in 

their drawin~ closer to G- d. Second , poverty is in itself 

a rruarantce of a hi~her reward . Finally, it serves to en-

able the rich to earn zechut throu~h the performance of ad-

ditional mitzvot . Yet , none of these arguments proved very 

sntisfyin~ , for the harshness of poverty still remained . 

' 
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The rabbis kept \<Jondering how long it would have to continue 

to exist . They often compared two biblical verses in thei r 

efforts to find a deeper understanding of this problem: 

and 

f/c.1t' il'tptl fl 'Pk ~n' flf ') 
For the poor shall never cease from the 
midst of Israel . (Ueu. 15 : 11) 

1 ,.,,,~ r" -v· ;)' rJ '.) oo 1c.. 

There shall be no needy amonp; you. (Deu . 15 : 4) 

Thus, we find the s tory of Ilfa and H. Yochanan who decided 

to fulfill Deu . 15:4 in their ovm lives and consequently 

left the academy to seek their fortunes . Along the way R. 

Yoch~nan heard an an~el say , 

. lg' ¥t .;,• ~ ll~ ''1 ~ ~n I~? lo•Jc ~ 
One of them still has much to achieve . 

Sinc e Ilfa did not hear the anF.el, R. Yochanan assumed 

that i.t was talkinr; about him. He left Ilfa and returned 

to the academy , usin~ Deu. 15:11 as his explanation. It is 

clear from this midrash that the rabbis felt that i n the 

short run, in a man ' s lifetime , poverty would not be erased . 

Therefore, ideally the proper verse to fulfill would be Deu. 

J5 : JJ, as R. Yochnnan had done , especially in the fortuitous 

ins tances where its fulfillment led one to the s tudy of Torah 

and consequently , to wealth as well. (T. B. Shabbat 151 b) 

Thus , AS we have already seen the r abbis did not discourage 

their students f r om prayin~ that the poverty which did and 
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would continue to exist would be found among other peoples. 

Although poverty had followed Israel since the time of the 

destruction of the Second Temple (Shoher Tov T' hillim 9) , 

they hoped it would not do so forever . 

When the rabbis took the long ideal view, they could 

see a time when there would be no poverty. That time would 

come when the Jews stopped sinning and willingly devoted 

themselves to the life of Torah . Thus , when Rav Yirmiyah 

interprets Zech . 14:21 , he concludes : 

? :J9.) i)'i)' fd/ 'tr.J 

· jt f K.J f't : ;)'tJl 1 ~ 1~fc 
What is the meaning of "J\nd there will 
be no merchant" ? Hav Yirmiyah said: 
There will be no poor people here. 

(T . B. Pesachim 50a) 

In the end of days, the Temple treasurers would not need 

to buy or sell for the Temple sinc e its wealth would be 

vPry F-reat. There would no lonp;er be any poor people and 

consec-u cntly no need for merchants . At that time , poverty 

would have been erased through the performance of mitzvot. 

Yet , this was a messianic, ideal state . In the meantiMe , 

the poo r had to console themselves with the theodicy argu

mP.nt3 as best they could nnd were to make the most of what 

little th~y had . 
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CHAPTEH VI 

THE TESTING OF THE RICH AND THE POOR 

~l'oj;> ~NI~ fd;>t PC/ k 'Jell . ''tt :OOjtJ ~ ;1f 1 1•1c.e ~·1,) 1•r.i 
Happy is the man who passes his t est 
fo r there i s no one whom G- d does not 
tes t. 

(Sh ' mot Rnbbah 31 : 2) 

As we have seen above , G-d set s the economic stage on 

which man ' s life is acted out. He has creat ed th e rich and 

the poor; He has r,iven them their allocat ions . In this 

chapter we will cons ider the individua l ' s economic s t a t us 

as n form of testing which he must underF.o . There a re dif

ferent t ests , differ ent tempt a tions , for the rich and the 

poor, but all people will find that their love of G-d and 

their desir e to ful fi ll His commandments are the substance 

of the test . Many of them will involve the i nterrelation

::.hip bet ween the rich and poor. In this cont ext , the r ab

bis taur.:ht that G- cl had created two groupings for a dis-

tinct purpose : iftcf Ifft j'.Jj l'-V'e ''.) 

so thC'y co,1ld benefit on e a nother. 
(Vayikra Rabbah 34 : 5)107 

tf tUJ tftc. 1·01a p~ 1:;,•t ''.J 
so they would support one another . 

(Peoikt a Rabbati 201 ) 

The way the t wo groups l ive together will cause merit and 
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blessine to come to them both or will result in punishment 

for that ~roup(s) which fail s its t est. Below, we will ana

lyze the tests which the rich and the poor must undergo and 

the conseouent rewards or punishments which will \Je brought 

upon them accordingly . 

Let us begin with the rich . The t ests \·:hich they face 

are of tuo types : ( 1) the way in which they view themselves 

and their mon~y; ( 2) the use to which they put their money 

and the way in which t hey r elate to the poor. Great wealth 

can easily lead the Jew astray . It can cause him to become 

arrop;ant and to rebel aErainst G- d . \•/hen the rich man ETives 

his lar~e tithes to the Temple , he mus t overcome the t empt a

tion to do so ostentatiously . This temptation to self- wor-

shin is zo stron~ that it is included amon~ the three thin~s 

concerninrr which G- d proclaims His special approval each day : 

l"'~r !)")JtJ ;itft , )Jll/· ',J) 1t1lc. 
1tt/I ~ 1'tr f11 ... : Pl' f .:>? ;;f~:J 

.=t>1J'3? l~h ·i) 
R~bbi Yochanan said : About t hree ( people) 
G- d makes proclamations each day : •• •• 
nbout <:i rich man who tithes his fruit in 
modesty . 

(T . B. Pesachirn llJa) 

The midrash a l no warns the rich not to attribute their 

weal th to th eir own 00\·1er~ , basinir its arRument on J er. 9 : 22 , 

.11t/t;J 1•e,y ff:;)J' fic.1 : ';, 111lc. ;,:J 

Thus said G- d : The rich shali not boast 
<ibout hi~ 1·;ealth . 
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OnP. should not conclude that he has earned his riches solely 

as a resul t of his O\·m efforts , for l ast ing wealth comes only 

as a bless in~ from G- d . (Tanhurna Mat tot 7) Nor may the rich 

spend their days in luxury , consuming their wealth . They 

must avoid thnt trap and continue to work . Thus , we find 

that Hiram \'m s not pleased vti th the rich people whom Solomon 

sent to him because they were ~jj)/ /tOtJ /'(ill.JN , 
that tl1ey h;id succumbed to soft-liv i ng an d were by then un

able to worlc . (T. B. Shabbat 5/~a) The rabbis disapproved of 

such idleness . They pr aised the rich la nd- owner of the t r ibe 

of Asher who still spent his time breaking up the earth around 

his olive trees and removing stones . He had not become idle 

but used his time productively and was very sr,enerous as well . 

(T.B. MP.nachot 85b) 

The danRers of wealth are so great that the rabbis, in 

their charncteristic hyperbole , claim ~1/JI ~ {c, l'lli 
-i)t'~t r ~" U/( ~~;> that man rebels ay.ainst G- d only 

in the mid s t of satiety. (Sifrci Eikev 43) 108 The Sodomites, 

with th eir enormous \·Jealth, soon found that they no lone: er 

feared G- d for they had come to put their faith in their 

riches. 
? 11~ rJic. PJ31· 

-1'k'' 1·ir ;,JI vf\}1 

And they didn' t have trust in the shadow 
of their Creator rather j n the magnitude 
of their weolth , for wealth pushes its 
O\omcrG from the feur of G- d . 

(Pirl:ei R. Elie7.er 25) 



The tem9tntion to believe in their own powers had been too 

f!reat for the Sodomites t o resist. They also succumbea to-

another of the traps laid for the rich: they be~an to covet 

the \·1Cn 1th of others . J 09 They closed off their societ}' and 

JOI 

its trnasurcs to all outsiders and bev,an to plot again~t one 

~noth er to build up their personal holdings . They went ~o 

far as to push unstable walls upon the rich and to rob them 

with near abandon . (T . B. Sanhedrin J09) This sin of cov et-

in~ is a most difficult one to resist and he who can set out 

his proper terumah and tithes without coveting them is to 

be counted amon~ the most trustworthy of men . (Tanhuma Vaye

shev 5) 

J·.~oney c.1n easily become the icJol of rich J ews . In one 

mid rash , the rabbis not1=? that during the time of l:he Second 

Temple the Jews fulfilled the Torah and were careful about 

their tithes . Then why was the Temple destroyed? 

f't<.J ILi f ltJ1'v f /c, r~ fit ja ti 
. , ;> f 1 ]' le. t If l 

Decnuse they loved money and hated their 
f ellowm::m . 

(Tos. Menachot 13 : 22) 

This sin is hyperbolically portrayed as being worse than 

avodah zar~h , bloodshed and fo rbidden unions! It was the 

sin of the Sodomites once a~ain. Excessive materialism is 

but one of its manifestations. Of the four people whom t h e 

Sa~es found too unbearable for words one was the QT\)/( /'ll , 
the wealthy flatterer . He \·1as so unbearable because he had 



102 

no need to lie to increase his holdings since he was rich 

already. (T . B. Pesachim llJb) Endless strivin~ after wealth 

was just ::mother tr;ip , as was the incessant worry over one ' s 

possessions . JlO Interestingly , we find that the tzaddikim 

\·1ere most frur.;al in their expenditures for personal comforts, 

not because they wished to build up their capital , but rath

er so as not to be tempted i nto eventual dishonesty to satis

fy these insatiable needs . R. Elj.ezer kn C!\•1 the attractions 

of ever-increasing materialism and did his best to withstand 

it . (T . B. Sotah J2a}Jll 

The second test which the rich must under~o focuses on 

their r elationship and attitude toward the poor. 112 The 

rabbis are rather explicit in their inst ructions to the 

ri ch as to th e proper treatment of the poor. They ~o so far 

as to say that the poor must be made to feel like r..n·? J;;l , 
like the members of one ' s household. The doors of one ' s home 

are to be opened wide , in every direction , so the poor will 

be a bl e to enter from whichever direct.ion they approach with

out haviny, to trouble themselves and walk around the house. 

This midrash, while not to be taken liter ally , does str ess 

the need to make it as easy as possible for the poor to find 

aid. (Avot d~ 11 . Natan 7 : 1; T. B. Avot 1 : 5) Furthermore , the 

rich must not be embarrassed by their poor relatives . Rath

er , following the example set by G- d , they are to i nclude 

them in their festival and life- cycle celebrations . They 

a re not to violate the injunction of Proverbs ll : J7 against 

beinF. cruel in this way . 



:'1/l j o J ftc. '1 111Jc, .' 'J 5 .J ~ / 1 Kt 1J If/ 
!)'Ill i)/) Jl(J fl J>ttNt ~j 

p1i11 /tr( '';>''r ..!''" r ·~"' 
. ..nl:Jf 

"H e tha t is cruel troubles his flesh ." 
n. Al exandri said : This refers to one 
\·1ho has a joyous occasion a nd does not 
associate with his r elatives t~cause 
of (their) poverty. 

(Vayikr a Rabbah 34 :3) 

JO) 

One ' s poor relations must be acknowledged and trea t ed well . 

The r abbis cite a nother verse , f r om Proverbs 19:7, as a 

condemnin~ characterization of the usual situation in which 

t he poor a re not so treated : 

e,? ·n /(/ f .:> 
All the brother s of the poor hate him. 

(Sh •mot Rabbah )1 : 12) 

This i s contrasted with G-d ' s exempl a ry behavior to the poor . 

He recoP-ni~es t hem113 as His own and treats all people equally. 

He listens to each in 

p',i>l~I p;tjv - IJO>~ P'lle. f:>?J 
p ')'f, 1i>I P''j1v I 

Al l are eaual before Him - women , s laves 
the poor a nd the r ich . 

(Sh •mot Rabbah 21 : 4) 

The pr ayer s of all people find their way t o G-d. 

The proper attitude toward the poor is based on feel

in~s of empathy. 1] 4 The midrash tells the rich to put them

selves into the place of the poor : 



Look at yourself as if you 're poor. 
(Tanhuma Mishpatim 15) 
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\·/hen the poor man says 'i\ f~fc., ' i) ')() •Look a t me , 

look at me !' (Vayikr~ Ra bbah 34:7) , he is askin~ the rich 

man to cons id er his situation carefully , to help him in 

such a way that he will derive the gr ea t est benefit (Shoher 

Tov T' hillim 4J ) The midrash points this out strikin~ly by 

describin~ th e most i nappr opriate response to such a plea : 

-,t11c1 " f jt,:l 110 !J 1~f ?'e ~t 
.,,,., ?1'1~1 1tf Blc- JI<. J'd :ff 

I/Jn /110? :J '/If) f'P :J 11'!> l"~t, 
J ,..,.,I' 

For he r espond ed to th e same poor man in 
th e wron~ mann er a nd said to him : Why don ' t 
you ro a nd work and get food to cat? Look 
a t those hips , those le~s , that fat body , 
t hose lumps of flesh! 115 

(Vayikra Rabbah 34 : 7) 

It is not the role of the rich to harass the poor or to 

chastise them . Poverty itself i s enough of a burden and 

it is not the r esult of any deficiency on the part of the 

poo r . I n fact , the land-owners must t ake into account the 

p-ener a l level of poverty in the country when they are cal

cul a t i ng the si~e of their pe ' ah . Even when the harvest 

is bad , th P. pe ' ah must r emain high if th er e i s wid espread 

poverty . (T . J . pe ' ah J Halacha 2 )116 The land- owners must 

help to offset poverty, not blame it on the poor. 

Knowinp- how eosi ly the poor can be embarrassed , the 
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rabbis emphosi?.cd that the way in which one shared his \·rnalth 

with them was as important as the amount that he {:.ave . We 

find a certain Nakdimon who lost all of his wealth as well 

as that of his dauphter- in-law because he did not ~ive the 

riRht omount and because he ~av e it in an unacceptable w3y : 

e;J~th"'> y·~r Jf''~tJ ~,, y ';)t..J 

p' k;:J I l:n.n I' I 't' '1 ti J·~ )' f 'ti 'f-' 
. f., r> 7t,..i )J\ I tc. I' f t>p ,,., I P ''J'Y 

When he would ~o out from his house to the 
Oet Hamidrash , woolen clothes would be spread 
heneath him and the poor \IOuld come a nd roll 
them up behind him . 

(T . B. Ketubot 66b) 

After he hod walked on the clothes , th e poor could take them 

and wear them! Surely , this method of distribution to the 

poor was a most emba rrassinit one . The rabbis preferred that 

donations be made more p~ivatcly and reca lled that there was 

a p 1ftf1';l ~V /J 1/ctf) _p;>t,f , a Hall of Secret 

Donations in Jerusalem.(Sifrei R'ei JJ7) They also spoke 

about Na r Ukba who used to throw four zu~im into a certain 

poor man ' s house each day , trying his best not to reveal his 

identity . When the poor man sought to discover the name of 

his benefactor , Mar Ukba hid in a fur na ce r ather t han show 

his fAce ! (T. B. Ketubot 67b) While this mid r ash is certainly 

hyperbolic in nature , it does express the stron~ feelin~ of 

the rabbis that one should RO to some len~ths to spare the 

117 fcelinr,s of the poor. 

Furthermore , as the little children lear ned in their 

study of the alphabett one must run aft er the poor to help 
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them. (T . B. Sha bbat 104a) 118 A~ain an extreme case is ~iven 
to show the rabbis ' great concern . Eliezer of Barthotha used 

to run after the charity collectors whenever he saw them and 

P.ive them all of the money he had . Eventually , the collectors 

bcr.an to hide from him since they r ealized that he had ~one 

too far . Nevertheless, he was rewarded greatly by G- d for 

his sincere concern for the welfare of the poor (T . B. Ta ' anit 

24a) One's obliP.ation to the poor is never fully completed 

for one must continue to support th em as long as it is ne-

cessary . The o~~er of an ass , which had a very heavy load 

on its back and kept falling down , is required to pick it 

up if it falls. However, should it fall five times, he does 

not have to strai~hten it up a sixth time. This does not ap-

ply to the case of a poor person. 

:;,1;l1k 1P0>it J\ p.sn-.1 pf~ t"J" 
fy ?;>.5n~J 1J~n ,P'f('fiJ vt•11n1 

. f ;:> -p5n ~I 
Where is it shown that if you hav e held 
him up four or five times , you must return 
and hold him up ap;ain? Torah says: 11 And up-
hold him." (Lev . 25 : )5) 119 

(Sifra Behar 25) 

One mu5t continue to support the poor even if it takes a 

hundred times to do so . (Sifrei R' ei 117) 

This help must be such as to meet the needs of the poor, 

according to their former station and sensitivities. Once 

arain , challenging the poor about their tastes is improper 

even if one i s supplying them with horses and servants . 
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Thus , Hillel the Elder himself served as a poor man ' s servant 

when he could not find someone else to do so . He ran be

fore him for three miles. (T . B. Ketubot 67b) 120 Mar Ukba 

used to send a poor man old wine. When his son noticed tha t 

the poor man was getting "spoiled" as he sat while others 

sprayed the wine into his mouth , Ukba did not take his ad

vi ce and stop sending the wine . Rather, he sent him twice 

as much since he was so delicate. (T.B . Ketubot 67b) 121 The 

messaFe here is tha t one should not quest ion the needs of 

the poor but should endeavor to fulfill them . This is also 

expressed in more specific terms . The rich must be~in by 

learning about the condition of the poor . He must know his 

s t ate so well that he can determine if i t is most appropri-

ate to give him bread or doup,h or grain . Must he yive the 

poor the finis hed product or can they make it themselves from 

the r aw materials? Can he ~ive them bread or must he feed it 

If it is fitting to ~ive him bread , 
let them give him bread . 
If it is fittinF; to g ive him dough, 
let them P;ive him dough . 
If it is fitti np, to give him grain , 
let them g ive him r.rain . 
If it is fitting to feed him , 
let them feed him . 

(Sifrei R'ei 118) 

The rich must invest a sirnificant amollnt of time and enern 
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in their effort s t o a id the poor . At the least , th ey must 

try t o Jrive them appropriate a id . As Rabbi Jonah sa id : 

fulc. ltcj r> J':J l't, Rf fJ>D "Jt,L 
f~o>Ji 16)1 f~ f1C f::;iJI '?e/l 

. ~ILYI (k.'Q ~11311il 
"Happy is he who P;ives to the poor" is 
not written here rather " Happy is he who 
considers the poor" ( Ps . 41: 2 ) This r e
fers to one who considers how ber- t to ful
fi ll the commandment . , 122 (T . J . Pe ah $: 9) 

The form i n \·1hich the money is g iv en wa s also something 

wh ich ha d to be considered carefully . The r abbi s were quite 

conc erned about those who had once been well off but who had 

become poor and were too proud to accept charity in the usual 

way . Therefor e , they ur~ed the rich t o offer to lend money 

to th es e poor people and when the time came for r epayment to 

t ell them that i t was a gi ft. R. Simeon went so far as to 

su~~est that the poor l eave something as a pledge tha t they 

wou l d repay the loan I •fy f J)t;; n'#l t ':.i.J , so tha t hi s 

~pi rits would be rais ed . (T. B. Ketubot 67b) ] 23 Another way 

of helping the poor to keep th eir pride was to tell them tha t 

you h~d heard of an inheritance which was soon to become theirs . 

Once th ey had received it they could r epay the loan: 

~ 1 •i P' ftr t JP ))k_/it 

I U /i. rf I;, .j)'.;) ' "jd e." 'il}' >I le.Iv ' 
i>th · ( f -9 I a>Ji .Jrf Ntt f iJeP : 

~J· '') 

l'O~W 

1f 111/c./ 



R. J onah , when he saw a ~reat man fallen 
from his wealth and too embarrassed to t ake 
(cha r i ty) , would ~o to him and say : ' Since 
I heard that you have come into an i nheri
t a nce f r om abroad , I offe r this thing to 
you . When you come into th e i nheritance 
you will ~ivc it bnck to me . But when he 
~iv es it back , he says : I gave it to you 
as a gi f t . 124 

(Vayikra Rabbah 34 : 1) 

One mus t go to ~reat len~ths to ease the emba r rassment 

and the burd ens of the poor. 

109 

The ri ch were also wa rned not t o s t eal from the poor . 12 5 

The midrash captures their reaction most poignantly : 

fa die. ? 1i tt1~ '"" ~ rJ.,J Pll 
?"n ldi)i P'Jr J\~IJ;l 1ci1c. "")';)'-? 

, ~,,:Jt , C?f : ;)41!J'i> /" p;>f fl''f 
. !Jlt itYNI . ~Jc.!O> I 

If he is poor, what is there to steal? 
Rath er , it speaks a bout t he shares of the 
poor which one is obligated to y.ive them 
on the authority of the Torah : gleanings , 
forvotten sheaves , the corners of the field , 
a nd the poor man ' s tithe. 

(Bamidbar Rabbah 5: 2) 

The rich steal from the poor wh en t hey do not g i ve them the 

full amount to which they a r e ent itled under the l aw. One 

of th e reasons ~iven for the exile of Judah was tha t the 

J pws did not ~ive the poor wha t wa s t heirs and that t hey 

themselves ate the poor man ' s tithe . (Echah Rabbati J : 29) 126 
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In addition , one is considered to have s t olen from the poor 

if he stops suppo rt in~ those who have come to rely on him , 

claimin~ that he cannot do so forever . Once the poor have 

become accustomed to your steady donations , you must maintain 

them if at all possible . (Tanhuman Dehar 2 ) 

The tests which the rich must undergo are complex, deal

in~ as much with their attitudes as with their actions . They 

a re piven detailed i ns tructions and arc often warned nbout 

the conscoucnces of failing to use their money wisely . Be

fore we examine these conseauences i n detail, let us turn to 

the role played by those who are solvent but pretend to be 

roor . These fakers play an interestinF, part i n the midrash 

which helps us to understand the rabbinic thinkinr in this 

are~ . The rabbis related how R. Yochanan and Resh LakhiEh 

went to bathe in the public baths of Tiberias and met a man 

askinp for su~port . They told him that they would rive him 

money when thP.y came out , but by then he had died . As they 

\·1cre tendinP" to the body , they discover ed a purse full of 

di no r s . 1~;t h i•~;;\ t~i?ICta~ :~~~ t a9"a: sja~~3 
'"llt~ Jc, i)k/1t w~ ,i)~ ,.fO/,l) , ,f,I(" 

f {-"~ ~·~ tJ1 ~~1' ~j>l3 f,dt Ji>N 
- ~'" r "J!J ~~ ~ .,. 

\le muzt be r r ateful to the fakers amonp; 
them (the poor) fo r if it weren ' t for them 
wh enever a man saw one of them askin~ for 
chnrity and did not r,ive to him , he would 
immediately be punish ed with de;:i.th . J ?? 

( ltu th Habbah 5: 9) .. 
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\'lhile th e puni shment of death is somewhat extr eme , t he point 

is that the rich would s uffer severe punishment quite often 

if it were not for the fact that there was a little of the 

faker in all poor people . This is brought out mor e clearly 

in a midrash in which R. Chanina ' s ;'life compl ains t hat he 

should stop supporting a certain poor man wh en she hears peo-

ple. ask inP'. Him , 

?tl~ •fGP lie lw ·(i;> , ,,Jo ~le vJ/ ;_) 

On what will you dine , silver or ~old cloths? 

To this 

This is what n. £liezer said : Come , l et ' s 
be F.r ateful t o the rogues among th em , for 
without them we would sin everyday. 

(T. B. Ketubot c?b) 

No doubt the per son R. Chanina has been supportin~ had been 

poor a t one time , but now he t oo qualifies as a rorue or a 

partial faker . Without s uch faker s , the rich would suffer 

th e full amount of their punishment . 

so . 

Yet , those \·1ho pr et end t o be poor are punis hed fo r doin~ 

As the nrecedinp midrash concludes : ,f ;>f c:)~ I''(' vp~ 3 f?j>flv 
~ 1 p~11;, J"' 16~ ~ •1c : la>f o 

·rJ ·~'I tc.lr>·e 
He who accept s charit y without (proper) 
need of it , his end: he wil l not leave 

1 



this world until he reaches such a state 
(that he needs charity). 

(T . B. Ketubot 68a) 128 
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Here is our first example of the punishment of th e rich 

and it typi fies the way in which G- d acts aRainst wealthy 

sinners: those who fail to use their wea lth according to 

His will, who fail to act as proper custodians of His riches, 

will soon lose their holdin~s . 129 Why do the rich become 

poor? 
I ~ "JJ ~4 I ,,(IA} tie. · ·1 

. P''Ne?" p;>'ilk J11? liY tlt, ··ti 
Because they did not extend their hands 
to the poor and did not do G- d's will. 

(Vayikra Rabbah J4 : J3) 

This idea is expressed most strikingly in the image of 

the ~ft , of the wheel which was seen as chardcteriziniz; 

the cycle of economic life. As the midrash describes 

. vjl?~ ftf t ~ ? .,)~;, PViv ~11/q ::;,!( ! 
P'tclll p•ft1 l''J'-"np?> J?" fJ ?n •f:J 

w 0 1J ?'J . Pi''' p'=nl• Pjr·fr;,J 
1J1 .~nrl~ ~'ct tJ.,, Pl·v 1'eY klvl 

?' i>Nf :1nfl1 jY pJ·n j1 '1n t, ·11 
. PJI ,.,..., kl~ fl ftfl 

To what can the world be likened? To a 

it : 

well wheel in a ~arden . Clay containers a re 
att ached to it . Those at the bottom come up 
full and those at the top go dovm empty. Si
milarly, not all who are rich today will be 
rich t omorr ow. Why? Because the world is a 
well wheel. 

(Sh ' mot Rabbah JJ : 14)l)O 

The economic world is seen as rota tinp; , causing those on top 
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t o be shifted to the bottom a nd v ice versa. These chan~es 

could t ake place over sever al generations , explaini ng the 

r abbis ' warninp.; t ha t poverty wi ll s urely come to you or 

your son or your P.randson . (Ruth Rabbah 5: 9 ; T. B. Shabbat 

J5Jb) In the natural course of events , this wheelJJJ turns 

according to G- d ' s will and it seems to affect everyone 

eoually . However, should the rich use their wealth i nappr o

priately , the wheel will be speeded up for them : 

, ~I' IJ\f ti -,·e,r f J\I~ Jl'f'f Jfc. 

J>i:. f OJI>) jl. If f-1>9 '! rt pJ: 
.'JfJ bPltl '\'( ]J>/ft ~ltl llft.,, 

. P'1' ;)JJ J·~e,· ;J~, ~/~ P~ll 'J ?9/1[ 
I made you rich ~nd him poor. If you 
do not ~ive to him , I will turn th e 
wheel and make you poor and him rich. 
Why? "For G- d is .iudp-e - this one lie 
will brinl'.' down and this one He \·till 
raise u p . i' (Ps . 75 : 8) 

(Tanhuma Mishpatim 15) 1 32 

Another image which is used is that of ladders . When 

a mtltron asks R. Simeon b. Halafta what G- d has been doing 

since He fini shed creatinv, the world , he answered : 

. -v~r 'd.'1llf1 ilSf v~JJ ,../\Jr1f10 vtlt1 Pel• 

He s its and makes ladders , raisinP, up one 
person , lowerin~ another . 113 

(Bamidbar Rabbah 22 : 7) 

The basic underlying mechanism of the economic system was 

seen to be t his cont i nuinr, process of ups and downs . 134 Po

ver t y would eventually come to all people , but the misuse 

of onr; ' s wealth would cause it to come sooner and the proper 



use of it would delay its cominr--. (Shabbat 15lb) 

When this fl~t turned against the rich , they did not 

merely lose their wealth. In addition , the twenty four 

cur ses found in Psalms were set upon them (Vayikra Rabbah 

34 : 11) and their fomily life would soon begin to deteriorate . 

This latter refers to the fact that the rich would soon need 

the priest to settle their marital probleme for their wives 

would be~in to stray. (T . B. Berachot 63a ) As long as the 

members of e3ch economi~ groupin~ continue to act accordin~ 

to G-d ' s will, the ft~t will turn at its regular pace 

and all people can expect to see both poverty and wealth with

in their families • history . 

Yet, should the rich pass these tests , they could suc

ceed in postponing the inevitable changeover . If they less

ened the burdens of the poor and redistributed their income 

to them most generously and in a consider ate manner, they 

mi~ht remain as G- d ' s custodians for a longer period of time. 
? P'l'tr fj? ''v't P1k. ~tl' 'iltJ 

. J./'t/t. '3G>l'\f P''tJe. '36'n ill'' : l,a··~·t 
fJrf IJ'ltA "ljOl' : p••11e 'J0>0 ~., 1ft.1 

3¥! JWt41t .!Pf~ 3, P)f'?JcJ f .nj ,/3a) /~" 

What should a man do so that his sons 
will be rich? And they ovserved: Let 
him do the will of heaven and the ~ishes 
of his wife . And these are the wishes of 
heaven : Let him disperse his money to the 
poor , as it is said: "H e has dispersed, he 
has ~iven to the needy; his righteousness 
endures forver ." (Ps . 112 : 9) 

(Kallah Rabbati 51) 

I f one follows the desires of his wife, he will ha ve chil-
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dren ; if he follows those of heaven they will be rich . In 

fact, the same advice is ~iven to those who wish to have sons . 

(T . B. Babn Bathra 10b) Those who fulfill the mitzvot of tze-

dakah on a regular basis will merit wealth tremselves (Derech 

Erct? Zuta h) nnd will pass that weal th on to their children. 

(T .B. Dabn D~thra 9b- JOa) As the r abbis said : 
?r~;l /IC/;l ' 10-t '1:> P"Jzrn pfc ;>;,,,, •1;, 

1at · ~; ln•1f n~'t) ff\'? ,~ , . v~'" i>}'ltc. ·~·( • r 'P!)fjfl I~ n I 
Love the poor so your ch i ldren will come 
to be in their condition ; keep your house 
wide open so that you ' ll never lack sustenance. 

(Derech Eretz Zuta 9 ) 

The love for children and the concern for their welfare ~re 

used here as levers to get people to rive charity . 

\•!e h:ive seen above that whoever lends to the poor is re-

pai<l At a critical moment by G- d . If he lends his money with

out interest , it is credited to him as if he had fulfilled all 

of the mitzvot ( Sh •mot Rabbah 31 : J)lJ5 Furthermore , 
/ ~ ')t J ~ f:l ~ "' b 1.s J Yk -» Gn e> I"" !J ~~ ,~ 

. ( jt? :Jj 1>/l f~ 3 ':J )I<.. : ty (, 
A man who gives a peruta to a poor person 
deserves and receives the presence of the 
Shech ina.h , as it is said: " I n righteousness 
I will see Your face. " (P s . 17:J5) 

(T. B. Baba Bathra JO) 

Six blessin~s will be bestowed upon such a per son and if he 

pays spec ial attention to th e needs and feelings of the poor 

he will r eceive eleven blessings . {T . B. Baba Bathra 9b) 116 

Yet, despite the great rewards which come to those who ful

fill the mitzvot of tzedakah and the 1'1.Jj which such behavior 

earns for them (Sh ' mot Rabbah 31 :1) , one cannot use acts of 

charity to erase his other sins . (Shoher Tov Mishlei 11) At 

best ' the rl ( l can be slowe<! down temporarily . 



1)6 

Let us turn now to the tests which the poor must. under~o 

in their lives . The most difficult of these is the accept ance 

of their lowly economic status with equanimity . Althou~h their 

lives may be ouite difficult , they must not complain to G- d. 

As R. Yehuda explained : , " .., 
: pn J "' ;>ti· ~ji) ]¥;) = 1111 ~ '> ? ~ t91 1 1e 

!/k.J ff-' 'J'' !J>Gtl fl ft' 1c.1;, ? J1far1 :Jfl jJJ 
!1 p ~ltl l.n?;J /t' Jlfi) 

R. Yehuda said in the name of R. Simon: 
This poor man sits and complains - How am 
I different from so- and- so? lie sleeps in 
his bed and I sleep here; he sleeps i n his 
house and I sleep here! 

(Vayikra Rabbah )4 : 16) 

As more and more suffering comes into their lives , they must 

resist the temptation to become angry at G- d and to rebel 

a~nin st him . (Sh ' mot Rabbah )1 : 2) Indeed , one should bless 

G- d durinP- his time of sorrow for then his ;)Oj'l;, his liv eli

hood, will be doubled. (T. B. Ber achot 6Ja) The poor can speed 

up the f zft if they remain at peace with G-d during the time 

that they a r e in its do"Vmswing . It is interesting that one of 

the situations to which this is compared is tha t of a husband 

A man who takes a wife and does wel l by 
her for a long time , even if he becomes 
poor his wife will not repudiate him. Ra
ther she will say , "When he was rich he fed 
and clothed me and now that he has become 

, 



poor I will not r epudiat e him. " But if she 
is a prostitute, i f he gives thinr-s t o her 
she acknowledges him, but i f he doesn't 
s he doesn ' t reco~ni ze him. Thus it is 
sa id: " Surely as a wife treacherously de
parts from her f riend ." (J er. 3 :19) 

(Sh ' mot Rabbah 32 : 5) 

J] 7 

The poor Jew is urged to a c t like an ~t1lc.. and not l ike a 

i> J~, to r emember t}1e good times of the pa st and to be 

fai t h ful to hi s G- d even in the present di:ficult s ituation. 

In his poverty , he i s also t ested in the economic sphere . 

Can he keep another ' s pled~e without covetin~ it? (Tanhuma 

Vayeshev ;) ':/ill he r eturn lost property to its r i,e:ht ful 

owner and resist the temptation to keep it for himself? (T.B. 

Pesachim 111a) Will he be able t o overcome his constant con

~ern about his s us t enanc e and live a l ife of mitzvot? (T . B. 

Yomn 15b) The poor must strive not t o succumb to the eco-

nomic pr essures which are upon him. He must rise above 

them and live as a righteous Jew . Furthermore , he is chal

lfln~en to maint a in his independenc e as much as possibl e . 137 

Thus , R. Akiba encoura~es the poor t o make Shabbat into a 

re~ular day rather tnan accept help from others . (T. B. Shab

ba t JlBa) He who is entitled to receive charity but re

fuses to accept it will see the {i/l swine: i n his lifetime . 

He will not die until he is in a position to be able to sup

port other s . (Mishm:ih Pe ' ah 8 : 9) 

In this chapter we have seen that both the rich and the 

poor a r e t ested within the context of their economic s tatus . 

Each Froupinp underP'oes spiritual as well as economic trial s 
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and the outcome of these experiences affects the rate at 

which the f{ft operates in the world . Within the eco-

nomic sphere the goal is clearly to achieve wealth and once 

havinR ~otten it to keep it as long as possible . It must 

have been somewhat comfortin~ for the poor to believe in 

the existence of the fcft since it insured that sometime 

i n the not too distant future their familie~ would be on 

top. 

However, it is significant that the main focus of the 

testin,; is on the r ich . They have the ability and the free

dom to act i ndependently and it is their attitudes and deeds 

which concern the rabbis. Since there appear to have been no 

enforceable le~al formulae desi~ned to redistribute income 

and wealth , the rabbis had to rely on exhortations and 

threats of future punishment. Surely, they did not see 

and did not expect to see the rich punished in the short run 

for their failure to pass the tests of wealth , but they hoped 

that the fear of a shi ft in the flft sometime in the future 

would a t least help to prevent the more blatant excesses and 

abuses of the well- to- do . In all of these rnidrashim, they 

show great awareness and understandin,; of human nature 

and of the temptations of daily life. One gets the feeling 

tha t their approach here is based on a desire to create the 

rir,ht attitudes within the rich . In the absence of str ictly 

defined mitzvot, this was the best that could be achieved. 
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CONC LUSION 

The r abbi s were troubled by the economics of their soci 

et y . They were keenly aware of the differences between the 

lifestyl e of the r ich and that of the poor. However , as we 

have seen , they defined the problem prima rily in theolor,ical 

terms , considerin~ i t one of theodicy . They stru~~led to 

understand G- d ' s role in the distribution o: i ncome and wealth 

and to justify the existin~ situation withi n th e context of 

His overall pl an . Thus , the biblical idea that one ' s economi c 

status , important as it miRht be , was not the primary deter 

minant of the ouality of his life , was carri ed over into 

r abbinic thOUP'ht as well. The study of Tor ah a nd the perfor

m~nce of mit~vot were certainly more si~nificant aspects of 

one ' s life . 

Yet , beneath this ~en eral feelin g l ay strong opinions 

a bout the na t ur e of wealth and poverty. Wealth was a bless

i ny from G-d; the rich were His most active and power ful part

ner s i n the world. The rahbis preferred wealth to poverty , 

despite all of the danRer s and tempt ati ons which confronted 

th e rich . Wealth could be used to much good; it could be

come the instrum('nt of G- d ' s \·:ill. The rabbis wanted t o be 

in this economic ~roupin~ a nd to face up to the challen~es 

which came with it . On th e other hand , poverty was seen for 

the terrible condi tion that it i s . It was one of the ,;r eatest 

evil s i n the world, a most harsh and oppressive form of exis

tence which wa$ to be avoid ed if at all possible . 
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/\lthour;h it was G-d who had est ablished the existin~ or

der and allocation of r esour ces , that did not mean that there 

was no role for man to play . lie was to ad.just the present 

distribution within the confines of the institutions and 

stru ctur es of his society . The rabbis did not follow the 

lead of th e Book of Porverbs ; they did not blame poverty on 

the inadequacies of the poor . Rather , they were quite sensi

tive to and a\·1are of the difficult life they were forced to 

lead and \·Jent to f" r ea t lene;ths to urr.e th e rich t o treat th em 

well nnd to share their wea lth . The two avenu es which exi s t ed 

fo r Ute redistribution of weal th Here taxes and t ?.edakah . 

Since this latter was not specified in detail in the law, the 

rnbbis mnde preat efforts to teach the rich th e true spirit of 

charity and concern fo r one ' s fel lowman. \'/ithout enfor ceable 

s tatutes , they could do little more than ur~e . To this end 

they used both the incentives of r,r eat r eward for proper be

havior ns well as the threat of punishment in the world-to

cor.ic or in future r:ener a tions fo r improper or i nsufficient 

nction::; . This m::i.y help to explain the ~reat emphasis which 

is found amonY- the midrashim on the proper behavior of the 

rich nnd on the t ests Nhich they must und er go . 

The r nbbis ' understandinr.; of human nature was very help

Dil to th em in this effort. Th ey perceived the natura l feel

in~s of the poor a~ain~t the ri~h and realized that the temp

tation t o steal from them would be very great . The harshness 

of their lives would make it easy to justify takin~ from 

those who were so much better off. They also understood how 



121 

easily the rich could become haughty ana over-bearin~ , attri

buting their success to themselves alone . The wealthy would 

naturally want to iP:nore the plight of the poor and could 

easily come to scorn them as well. Such insi~hts into human 

behavior and psychology helped the rnbbis maka their rnessap.:es 

mor e poipnant ~ nd effective . 

AlthouFh t hey looked to the day when all poverty would 

diSRppear , they reco~niz ed that that was a messianic hope . 

To .iustify the existing system a nd t o help the poor cope with 

their difficult situat ion, the rabbis developed an ins trumental 

theory of poverty. Poverty coul d lead to r ewa rds for t he poor 

as well ns the r ich . In fact , its existence in the world en-

abl ed all parts of society t o increase their zechut and to 

lead more ri~hteous lives . Yet , with all of this , the rabbis 

never l ost sight of the fact that the li fe of poverty was one 

filled with emba rrassment , dependency and pain . 

The basic underlyin~ mechanism which characterized th e 

r abbinic conception of economics was the fi ft . If poverty 

was such a gr eat evil, at least one knew that in the long run 

i t would leave his family and that everyone would share in it 

more or l ess eaually . The Vt ~t' also s erved as a useful homi

letica l device . One could i nfluence the speed a t which it 

turned i n the life of his famil y through the performance of 

mit7.vot and throu~h proper behavior within his economic group

ing . Thun, the rabbis were able to transcend the level of 

the material a nd to put the economic system wit hin the con-

t ext of G- d ' s hirher plan nnd the more importa nt values and 
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auali t ies . Althou~h th e midrashim presented above are nuite 

interestin~ and i ns ightful , they do not provide us with the 

basis fo r a theory of income redistribution. The rabbis 

were concerned with a ttitudes ; they ur Red the haves t o traa t 

t he h;we-nots with con~ideration and und erstanding and t o 

think of them as full and worthwhile people . \'Jhil e we have 

not le<l rn ed tha t l esson to this day , our complex society re-

ouirP.s more t han ~ood i ntentions and the pr oper a ttitude i.f 

the probl ems of poverty are to be l essened . Modern i ns titu-

tions cannot be influenced by the rabbinic ft~ t.heory. 

There is little hope of alleviating economic har dship with

out the crea tion of ins t i t ut iona l controls and ~uidelines . 

It is thu s essential tha t further studic~ be made t o deter-

mi.nc the nxtcnt to which the ideas expressed by the rabbis 

wer e in fact incorporat ed into hal achic corollaries . The 

nuestion before us is not one of identifying the problem 

areas , of perceivin~ impr oper behavior . Rather, we need t o 

1 earn how to establish l aws and syst ems within which such 

arens will not develop i n the first place and will be r esolved 

ouickly when th ey do appear . 

One nou rce of data fo r such addi t iona l r esearch mi~ht be 

the extcmzive responsa literature. This must be examined 

closely to see if Jewish communities ever enforced the ideas 

su2p-ested by t he rn bbis . \'!ere the rich ever compelled to 

yield part of th ei.r wealth or to make min imal contributions 

to the support of the poor? Did the community ever i nt erfere 
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in the \·1orl~in~s of the marketplace in order to aid the poor 

or to create a more equal distribution of economic power 

and wealth? These are some of the important questions for 

our times, for our economic problems can only be addressed 

on ~ n institutional level . It is hoped tha t this initial 

s tudy will inspire others so that the day will come a little 

sooner when: 

There ~ha 1 1 l 01 ~ no needy among you . 
(Deu . l5 :h) 
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NOTES 

NOTE~ TO CHAPTER I 

1 Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel , (Darton , Lon~man & 
Todct , London , 1961) p . 68 . lierc.:ift e r r eferred to as Vaux. 

2I nter reter ' s Dictiona of the Bible, (AbinP,ton Press , 
New York , , ,z p. S51 . crcaft er re erred t o as IDB . 

1 V :rn x , p • J 66 • 

1~bid ., pp . 69- 72 . 

5rbid . , p . J73 . 

6 IDB , p . 851~ . 

7vaux, pp . 68-69 . 

8 I DB , p . 818 . 

<)Ibid . , p . 818. 

10 Vaux, p . 175 . 

lJibid., p . J65 . 

12Robert ll . Pfeiffer , Introduction to the Old Testament , 
(Ha rper & Bros . , New York, J9£8) pp . 583 - 2. Herea ft er r ef erred 
to as Pfeiffer. 

J) Ibid., p . 4JJ . 

Jl1Ibid ., p . 5J J. 

1 5Encyclooedia Judaica , (MacMillan Co., New York , J971-2) 
p . 941~ . 

16 Vaux, p . 73 . 

J7Pfeiffer, p . 657 . 
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JBTh . c. Vrie?.en , An Out l ine of Ol d Test ament Theology , 
( Basil , Bl ackwell , Oxfo r d , J958) p . 2~J , n. 1. 

J 91DB , p . 8J S. 

?Oibid , p . 818 , 8/1li . 

2JPfeiffcr , p . 657 . 

'.:i? 
- '-I bid , pp . 652 , 655 . 

21 IDB , p . 8J8 . The t er ms 
most often . 

2hPfeiffer, pp . 653- 656 . 

and ""'e v 1 • appear 

25Paul Heinisch , The Theol ogy of the Old Tes tament (The 
Litur~ical Pr ess , Coll e~eville , Minn . , J 950 ) pp . J85-J8~ . 
Hereafter r eferred to as Heinisch . 

26 rl IDB , p . oJ9 . 

27Pfeiffer , p . 727 . 

28roB, pp . 8J8- S19. 

29Ibid., p . Bhh . 

30Heini sch , p . J77 . 

3J IDB , p . 841 . 

32Heinisch , p . 187. 

33 8 IDB , p . 53. Yet, compar e t hi s t o the sentiment s ex-
pressed i n I ~am . 2 : 7 and J ob 1 : 21 . 

34Ibi d ., p . 843 . 

35 Vaux , p . 74 . 

36Ger har d von Rad , Ol d Test ament Theology , (Har per & 
Bros . , New Yor k , 196~) Vol I , pp . 400- 401 . 



) 26 

17 Vaux, p . 74 . 

38Heinisch , p . 32 . Heinisch makes this assertion despite 
the fact that the verses which he cites are open to other in
terpretations . See , for example , Proverbs 14 : 31 ; 17:5 ; 22 : 2 . 

NOTED ON CHAPTER II 

39The citation from T. B. Shabbat 25b is: 
·~, ·1~~ , ntY~ ot.., Pl\) 1r t 'e S=> ? 1 't' -v; '1<- - )J~') DJ\ 

~luu .))J~ e, 1/vJI p'rn-;, j> 1f t'e Ij ·'">Hire 11an( ·;...., .1 '(/f 

">i't. 1I t't, I~ = ,,d,c l<-'3'? lf' • ?"> · t~? r1?f ri p'~;:,"' 
.~l<b \Ir-Jo lc.o:>.;') ..J\';> 1I e·e £, .. -,,,1,, ·of· ·;n .P't:t1'il YJc.) 

C" 40The citation f r om Bamidbar Rabbah 22 : 8 is : 
CP!!P '::> j 'O>::> lf't:' ;/_9~ .fj)f";> f\flei) '?')'lY ~j'lcl 

. r f ';l I,, r '1e/c. 

4JThe citation f rom T. B. Baba Metzi ' s is : 

'.:> l.J"&jf fl';>ltt : ltjlnrl j;>f 1~1 1~/c;; 

· '?Pt.PP~ 
~ 2The citation f r om T.B . En.ivin 86a is : 

.P'?'l'1 ~~j/I ft';) 1f>11' '?1,P'i't'lf ~?J1' ';:>} 
q(Jf) PJ blc. Yr~ pf,,.. ;>e• ~ '1N 1;> #er) (J?:]GI::> 

~o')t JHJ? .. P 1)fJ~ yJ P~r ~e' ""''' .l»h.!J• !"' """'' 
. I ~1?3f1 /NJ 11/o 

43For a differ ent usa(l;e of 'Jt/'r in connection with 
prayer , meaning abundantly or wi t h r,r eat fervo r, see 
Bereshit Rabbah 63 : 5. 

44The citation frpm T. B. Shabbat 92a i s : 
'1 lrl~ , p-:)n [, tci" ~ Jli ~·:>t,.,) J''c. :'" 111L:i 

. '))/I/;> [y;, I ') '~11 
45c1aude Montefi or e , Rabbinic Liter a ture and Gospel 

Teaching, (KTAV , New York , J970 } p. 276. 



49The citation from T. B. Mo ' ed KDtan 28a is : 
.f~r> :;,·[ 'fi~ '1c._,n k!ll· .=i>'f lc;:l1j> 'ffo '3r1 ~y;, kf k."n '1 

1'flk ;> '~ l~'G>lt.J~a)~ 'f p'c?>k : If 1fJ/(. fc.~?ft l•")(; ICfk. 
fc~ •KtJk ID;>t tc.l~)/l ?f'Jllc ')fl PrOtJ lcj) llC.{J :ff 

':;)'! ~tJlc, IDJ~ t~Jt :;,'{ 'Jn fc. ~ f 'f~ ?itJ Pf'"" lc.p 
. ;)'GQ)) 

50The reader will be~in to real ize at this point t hat 
there is a t ension which underlies much of this area of 
rabbinic thouFht. The earlier anti- wealth attit udes are 
h er e balanced by more positive feelings . If wealth is a 
reward for the study of Torah , it must be a ~ood quality. 
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SJ The citation from Yalkut Sh •moni Kohelet 973 is : 

.f>'1tri1 p:rtf ?IC pe i f""''U[ p1G JNe . ?I c /"'If Pl ? IG 

51or eams can serve as portents of wealth . If one sees 
a very rich man s uch as n. Elazar b . Azariah in his dreams 
~r sees turnip heads planted in the ground (an apparent sym
bol of fertility) , his fortunes will increase . (T . B. Berachot 
57b) 

NOTES TO CHAPTER III 

5~ They were not Jp ·~ (lJ>;> ~/cf~;;> 1 ';,)j . 

55Althour-h Vayikra Rabbah 34: 6 contains two rabbis ' 
opinions , as we shall see below, it is not unreasonable 
to find a link between them. Thus, one Amara answers the 
cuestion ' how far had Israel sunk ' in spiritual terms and 
thr? other in material terms . Perhaps the former sinking 
preceded and led to the latte~ one . This interpretation 
is borne out by the context of the midrash itself . 

561n a parallel passa~e (Tanhuma 
J')-Jlf;) is replaced by P'?IG 

and the level of poverty is such t hat 
the offering:. 

Behar 3) I~ I~ tJ 
P ·i1N1' P 'j9> I '~~ ; 

they coul d not afford 

57Yet , in Sifrei Re ' ai Jl6 , when confronted with the 
possibility of f!iving support to an //'?le. or to a ;J t)' , 
it is the ~k.f\ \·1hich tnkes precedence . The meaninp.: liere 
seems to be orfe who is literally starving. 

58r t is also possible that the :,Jr has precedence 
because he may not qualify for the ch.:irity which would 
ta in the fl•;:> le until hi s war; es are pa id . 

SUS-



59rn Sh ' mot Rabbah Jl : JJ a parallel passa~e is found , 
but her e poverty balances a ll other sufferin~ . The intent 
is t he same. 
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60r n Job J9 : 2J ~· refers to fifty plarues . Since ten 
plarues \-Je re broupht down on Egypt f r om G- d ' s finger , His 
h~nd would brin~ fifty pla~ues . 

6J }~J~" }'le. •nt1 l'l~ - lit . , when You diminish 
( smite) , You smash into splinters, i . e ., You affl ict one 
Nith pover ty . 

62rt is int erestin~ to ~ote here tha t the prooftext ~iv en 
fo r :J1 i s bx . 4 : 1 '} P1&Jf<.it') ~) f.J\H ':J \·Jhcr e the mid r ash t ells 
us el ~;cwhcre that !j)N does not literally mean died but rather 
lost their influence . (T . B. Nedarim 64bJ 

6J The full citation f r om T. B. Berachot J8a i s : l 

, I l>lfl .!J'ICI ~th) ';>lc.J'>v v : ~I.,-, • -;·K. ~ ~r>1 1Nrc 
?,),l \}JJ lvJf{,) Pf/ ;. /;:fl/6 hn e, ?[ tKI{. Pit.II 1il/¥ 
I:/ ;>:>ttl ,. ,',, ~ pin ~ .. )1[11,, •1Nltc.. ~ !J'::>~ rli = 'oft. ?'fc 

". J~~ k. JJ If) 
64 An interestin~ speculation explains thi s as follows : 

The tMo festivals linked i n this mid r ash nre the bep.innin~ 
a nd end of the ,!"rape ha rv est, times when the maidens of 
J en1sR lem would danc e joyously in the vineya rd s . 

6 5Thi3 phrn se appears sever al times (Bamidbar Rabbah 
Nn ~o 1h : 21 , 2L; T. B. J habbat J02b; T. B. Tammid )J b) and it 
u~unlly r efer s to reli~ious expenses : one should not eco
nomi~~ i n his sacr ificial offerin~s . Nevertheless , since 
it is also used to refer t o the Temple , where no si~n of 
poverty is t o appear , the understandinP, given in the t ext 
ceem~ to be D le~itimate interpretation . 

A6The full citation of T. B. Gittin 30a is : 

1 ·~r e''\C)tJ }'NI J'iv p ':J? J'') J'k' 'l'''" ;,1/;i)~ 
ti'1 t')Q),./ J'fC. jl'.;) l'e'(i) . .. {i>t• JY J\~T> ;J 

-t)~ 'tlA f(jt 'tUJ : JJ;>l J ./~ ',)e ">N? vf.1 .;.>:>~t 
~/?'I tfi:; ]'h'ttJ 19e, 'l<JJ I ~ j j>l> ~ /;) 1 ~ 



'>Hk . l(J) ·~(, Jci ..11/J U Ill' ~t ';)/''ti ? kJj p!> 
;1ttc.," 7..,;>~ ·iJ''<.. '?tit~ _,r ~ .. 1c.a-;; ;>") 

'JtJ/9' !cl 1 t(f' le. 
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67However, see T. B. Arachin J 7a nnd T. B. Niddah 70a fo~ 
a contrar y vi c\·r. 

68Another way of i nt erpr eting this would be t o und er 
stand P''jt as poor i n Torah , t hough thi s i s ;>erhaps fa r
fetched since ~~ is und er s tood in economic t erms unl ess 
ther e is reason to thinY. otherwise . 

69This midr ash is but another example of the r abbis' 
effortc not t o embarr ass th e poor. The poor do not wait 
for th eir dol e nt the owner' s discr etion. 

70A second Amora r elates their sinkin~ in materia l t erms . 
The Israelit es becnme so ooor tha t they could not brin~ a 
sin~le poor man' s offerin~ . 

7l In Tanhuma Behar 1 , A is defined similarly : l''i>tJ 
p'~) (j p'flltf# p'f~ , they were i mpoverished with r espect 

to rood deed~ . 

72The proper attitude of the rich to the poor will be 
discussed in gr eat er detail below in Chapt er 6. Here we 
::;eel: merely t o set out certain broad principles . 

71The fu l l cit3tion of T. B. Baba Metzi ' a JO is : 

1)'~ I tu ':> 00> 1 ; ?') ~"~ l)iiiJ Ji)• ;l') JNL1 
. P~;, ~ f~f pfllj> fft . ff'?/c ?tl 

Rav Yehuda said tha t Rav said : There shall be 
no needy nmon17 yoh (Deu . 15 : 4) . "Yours" takes 
precedence over t a t of every other person. 

7lrn this cont ext i t is interesting to note that else
wher e th e midrash t elt-: us that , 

q otJ f;l~ "lk~ i)1&J' ,PErJ ~· -"''11' p'?'j) { 
. 1fl=> pJ1.,..;') $; 

Ten mcnsur cs of poverty came into the world . 
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Babylonia took nine and the rest of the world 
one . 

(T. B. Kiddush i n 49b) 

75rt is difficult t o dr aw a ny s trong conclusions from 
this midrazh since i t is prec eded by t he statement that t~e 
chrtrity collector s used to hide from this Elaza r s ince he 
would 17ive th em everyt hing he had , a practice which the 
rabbis did not encourage . 

76The citation on which this conclusion is based is : 

ftutJtJ ?1 . vt.,a>i 1'~=>"" ·1~ l;>'f 
. p>'iY,.) }'k l>~~•JJfl : 1tllc. ti>f\ 
· Jv'dl':l /'k. !>!)':JON/I~ : 111/c. Jif)I 

And they built storehouses fo r Pharoah . (Ex. l : Jl ) 
Rav a nd Shmuel disagreed : 

One said : they endangered the lives of their 
ovmer s . 

One said : th ey impoverished their ot•mers . 
('1' . B. ::>o t ah JJa) 

Th e context of the verse from Exodus shows the Israelites 
bein~ oppr essed by Eeyptian taskmaster s . This eventually 
led to the lives of the Egyptians being endan~ered and their 
property plundered. 

77At the t ime of Ra bbah and R. Joseph this opt ion was 
r emov ed . 

78The cases i nclude refusin~ t o give evidenc e , breakin~ 
one • s word and unclc;rnness , al thour;h the l ast is not a " crime" . 
The full citation is: 

'ICP fiJ Iip J'"f'NtJ JI_ cn/•J ;,[i, f?'°)j) /'(?/I tile 
.nt3tJ;,J _p9>dl';:>J reR-p1 ~~f>"' >f&JJG fr1 PJ\°'~ 
J\if ~ P \c.'f) tJ tJ '1 ..]\'' •e.1t' .n1 [~ ;l t' ;l tJ e · .. J J ,3.., ~ 

.J"Jf~ 1f¥ r t 'illl tJ'I 

79Lev . J4: JO , 2J . 

80rt should be remember ed , however , that one is not 
obli~ed to impoverish himself in order to save someone else 
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from a loss. (T.B. Baba Metzi ' a 30) I n addition, it is 
important to note that the person involved here is a rav 
who is also rich . Perhaps ther e are higher demands placed 
upon such people. 

SJMalachi 2 : 8 

Ps . 2~ : J 

NOTES TO CHAPTER IV 

~)'1 •f I ~O?"> •f 
=;,t.1f111 <;; t·i) ';,f 
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82see also Shoher Tov T' hillim $2 for a similar r efer ence . 

eJsee also Vayikra Rabbah 34 : 4 , I 
'")'tt ~jf ~tJ't 't.JI · ·· jY ~~ 

BhThus, the two mid rashim which deal with G-d ' s giving 
R. Shimon 13. Halafta a jewel so he could celebra t e a festival 
may be the rabbis ' way of saying that he never should have 
nsked for it in the first place . Rather , he should have made 
do wlth what little he ha d. 

(Sh ' inot Rabbah 52 : J ; Midrash T' hillim 92 : 8 ) 

8 5The rich are to use it for /'HJt, (Tanhuman Mishpat im 
12) and for ~Of) (Tanhuma Mishpatim 9) . 

86we do not address ourselves t o a person ' s et hical be
havior or his observance of Torah her e since Chapter 6 will 
deal with this area in gr eat detail. The i ssue at hand is 
rather whether hard work will yield additional financial gains . 

87This can also be seen i n t he i nfluence which human 
activity has on the economic status of the prophet Elijah . 
If the Jews are meritorious , he will come on heavenly clouds. 
If they are not , he will become lowly and will be riding an 
ass . (T . B. Sanhedrin 98a} 

88Th e citation from Mishnah Shekalim 2 : 5 is 

PJrI P)1 ')_plN 

. J' .!J' Id :J7 ?J"' 
89The sanctity of the ori~inal distribution of wealth, 

which was in theory an equal one, may be seen in the laws 
of the Seventh a nd Jubil ee Year s . One who violates the laws 
of the Seventh Year eventually loses a ll of his economic and 
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and personal status . (T.B. K]ddushin 20a) 

90Another version of this citation , attributed to Shmuel , 
is found in T.B. Mo ' ed Kat an lSb . 

9lrn T.B. Shabbat J56a ther e is a discussion of th e role 
of the sta r s i n detcr min i nr. a per son ' s fu t ure . Yet , it i s 
concluded that the constellati ons have no contr ol over J ews . 

9~See a l so T. B. Baba Bathra JOa . 

93This wA.s not s uch a strange conclusion to r each i n a 
society where land was the ma in iourc e of income and wealth. 

9lisee also Tanhuma Mishpatim 9. 

95This offerin~ , made befor e the public , brou~ht the 
pr iest wealth , as did any act which served the needs of the 
public . For fu rther details see T. B. Yoma 26a . 

96Yet , r ecall the pr eviously noted midrash which s tated 
that th~ s hechinnh res t ed only on th e rich . (T . B. SHabbat 92a ) 

97see also Sh ' mot Rabbah 3J : 12 . 

98Pss . ) : $ ; 7: 7 ; 9 : 20 ; JO : J2 ; J7 : JJ . 

99 ~ , ft T>~ ·j jt l'i/111 
. re.' J;> .!J'ie ~, fi,i ro r,> 

(Sifr ei R•ei J1 7 ) 

lOOJ\ similar case is found in T. B. Berachot JBa t o wh ich 
reference ha s alrPody been made . He who escorts the dend 
(poor) to the: cemetery honors G- d and is repa id by Him. 

NOTES TO CHAPTER V 

lOJ in all fai rness to the wi fe , her cur ses will lead him 
to poverty only if he can affor d to buy her the .iewelry sh e 
wonts nnd s till r efuses to do so ! 

302see also Mishnah Avot 3: 11 . 
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J05Despit e t he religious value which poverty was to have 
for the Jc>\·1s , it i.s undoubtedly also true tha t the conditions 
of ~rca t poverty both in Pal estine as well as in Babylonia 
rave the r abbi s a reason t o find somethinP, good in it. (Esther 
Rabbah J : J7 ; T. B. Kiddush i n 49b) 

J 0 6n. Akiba ' s wor ds are elsewhere attribute by Shmuel to 

th• foll~I~/~ pk:~~r r~~"lo' ~ .,;) '.:> ·t~·s kf~' :;-.k· 
(T.B. Chagigah 9b) 

The mennin~ i s the same as t he ver sion by R. Akiba ~iv en in 
the "t ext . 

NOTES TO CHAPTER VI 

l07Elsewhere (Ruth Rabbah 5: 9) , the midrash cl aims that th e 
poor do more for the rich than they do in r eturn . I n the ex
ample used about Ruth nnd Bonz , we sec Huth workin~ very ha rd 
fo r n sin~le slice of br ead which i s of no significance to 
Boa7. . Yet, throuy.,h this small effort Boaz will rec eive much 
merit. Th is is a hyperbolic , dramatic justification of po
verty . See also Kohelet fiabbah ) . 

J oeTh · · · · h t h · a i · h is is consistent wit e vi ew expresse ear 1er t a t 
ooverty is a blessinf because it t urns one to G-d . 
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J09This may be seen, in part , in their hostile attitude 
towRrd charity and toward those who shared \·1ith the poor. 
(Pirl:ei R. Eliezer 25 ) 

110 See . T.B. Yoma 35b. 

ll 2Althou~h we will not discuss the responsibility of the 
rich to the non- J ewish poor , the r a bbis felt that for the SRke 
of pence consideration should be shO\·m to them as \·;ell. They 
wer e to have eoual access to the poor tithes and were to be 
supported and cared for in case of illness . (T. B. Gittin 59b-
60a ) 

l J )See Sh ' mot Rabbah 31 : 5. 

1 J l.This is sh2wn i n a nee;ati ve way by the midrashic de
finition of a Pnr Yt1 , a subtly \·1icked per son , as one who 
Fives A poor man the s ingle dinar tha t will make his holdin~s 
total two hundred 7.uzim. lie will th en be ineli~ible to rec eiv e 
poor tithes . (T . B. Sotah 2J b) 

11 5For a parallel passage see Vayikra Rabbah J4 : 4. 

, 16r n addition , the part of the field left for pe ' ah must 
never be the Norst . (T . J . f>c ' a h 4 : 3 ) 

11 7This may explain \·Thy some of the Sa?; es felt that on e 
shoul d ~ive a poor man clothin~ without questionin~ him Rt 
nll And others felt that one should Rive him food without 
~ skinF him for proof of need . (T. D. Baba Bathra 9a) 

J 
18The f~l citation is: r. 

1
1:. r; 

;:,•1,J ftule v /<1-J lG 'rJJ . p'[;y ''" t - p ·,~ ' ~ • t 
Jh[ P't/on fHll ll l:>ICi I"' ? }' "[~ . ;")tr ft4 ~ q 

.P'{q )f\/c 

31 qSee also Sifrci R' ci J16 . 
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J?Osee also Sifrei R•ei Jl7. 

121 see T. B. Ketubot 67b for additional examples . 

J ")'") 
''A parallel pnssa~e in Vayikra Rabbah 3~ : J has 

. }tr( J)l:Jjh ():'> lfJ DJON 'I-)) 

l?1see also T. B. Baba Metzi ' ah )lb . 

12Lsee also Shoher Tov T' hillim 41 and T.J . Pe ' ah 8: 9. 

l?5Indecd , this is considered such a serious sin that the 

r:lbbis svy fr$µ;, II~ jl/111 'J'I' P]r fi~ iljlT F/~t 
(Kallah Rabbati 12) 

126see also Tanhuma Vayishlach JO where stealinR from the 
noor is defined as not allowing the poor to take the glean
in~s or f~vorinp, some of them over others . 

Sec a l so VRyikra Rabbah 34 : 10 for a paral lel passa~e. 

1?$See also Mishnan Pe ' ah 8 :9 . 

1 ~9see, for example , T:mhuma Mishpatim 12 and T. B. Bera
chot 6Ja . 

J 30see also Ruth Rabbah 5:9, Sh ' mot Rabbah JJ : 2 and 
Vayikra Rabbah 31. : 9 . 
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J J"! El sewher e i n Tanhuma Beha r 2 , the word , ~tlN, charms , 
is substituted for ~R . J 

112see also Tanhuma Vayishlach 10 a nd T. B. Ternurah J6a . 

J)'3The key ver ses for most of the precedin~ midrashim are : 

Prov. 29:11 tel 6J) P ~=T t 'Ii.I e, '> 

Prov . 22 : 2 ';) pf,) :;,ttl' fUci>J e-,1 1·~r 

Deu . 15 : J0 
Vj')) ..,?~.;) ift;l '..:> 

p'->' ~/ f~· ,)_s C@le fl!1t.. ·~ and Ps . 75 : 8 

11 4An halachic expression of this r abbinic understandin~ 
i s fo und i n the way i n which the priests considered the poor . 
The valuation of a poor per son could be made quite low but it 
was a lways done on a temporary basis s ince poverty was seen 
as being a short term set- back fo r the i ndiv idual . (T . B. Ara
chin J 7a) 

J36El sewhere in Vayikr a Rabbah 34 : JJ t he rnidrash s t ates that 
twenty- four bless in~s will come t o him. 

J 17However , if he i s in desperate need , there is no doubt 
that he s hould ma ke his conditi ons known to the community. 
(T. R. Shabbat J04a ) 
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