HEBXEW UNION COLLECT - JEWiISH INSTITUIE OF Ef.IGICU
Bow York School

IWSTRUCTIONS TO LICRARY

Statement Tha Senior Theais of MMM
oy Referce L - {als
Encitled:

1) Mey (with revisions) be considerad for publication ( v )( )

yes no
2) May be rivculataed ( o ) L ) el )
to facully to students to alumoi no restriction
3) May te congulted in Library only ( )i & )
by faculty by etudents
( S o )

by elvmni oo restriction

Sehe AN T,

(date) (nigngture of referce) ’ /
Statement I hereby glve permission to the I.:I.brary citculacc my theais
by Author ( )
yes no

The Library may sell positive m.l.ctoﬂln Loptos of y thesis

Ol /9% 04 Eﬂx«

U (date) e (sAglatize/of euthor)
Library The above-nemed thesis was microfiluad on % .-. ¢
Record (date)

For tha Library

{signature of staff mcmber)



THE RABBINIC VIEW OF WEALTH AND POVERTY

By Joel E, Soffin

Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of Reocuirements
for Ordination

Hebrew Union College-Jdewish Institute of Religion
New York, N.Y.

1976

Advisor: Dr. Eugene B, Borowitz



ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to thank my advisor Dr. Eugene B. Borowitz
under whose puidance this thesis was written. The course
which he created and the concomitant interaction which was
renerated among my fellow researchers were invaluable aids,
His penetrating insights and timely special messages helped
insure the completion of this study.

A special word of gratitude must also be given to my
wife Sandy, who never lost the vision that I would one day
complete my research, Her support of my often flapging
spirits cannot be given sufficient credit or praise,

New York Citg Joel E, Soffin



iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKIQO‘-’JLEDG EI"‘IE:NTS - . - - - L] - - - . - - - - - - . - - j. i
THIRODUCTION: = o .5 ¢ & & @ca s B e @@ 18 408 '8 B0 1
Chapter

T. THE BIBLICAL VIEW o o o o ¢ o o s o s o o o & 6

II. THE RABBINIC VIEW OF WEALTH . « « & « o » o o 19
ITI. THE RABBINIC VIEW OF POVERTY. « « « & & & « & 34

IV. G-D'S ROLE IN THE DISTRIBUTION OF INCOME;
HIS SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP TO THE POOR. + o« o & 65

V. THE CAUSE AND ROLE OF POVERTY o+ « « « o o « & 8l
VI. THE TESTING OF THE RICH AND OF THE POOR « « 08

COI‘!CI_”.;TON- . . . . . - - . - - . & @ . . & @ . . = - ] ]ﬁ

NOT:',S ™ . . = . - . . = . . . - . = - - . . . . . . @ ‘I?I.

BIBLTOURARHE « a5 b #icl 8 % @ 0 @i e & & & 0y i i 138




INTRODUCTION

The 1970's have seen the status and reputation of
economists reach an all-time low. They seem to be un-
able to understand the complex, modern economy within
which we live well enough to permit our political lea-
ders to control it, In the present state of guandary,
it is only natural thet some researchers will turn to
the past to seek values and principles which might be
applied today as well, It is through 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 dealing with the distribution of
income and wealth., It is difficult to justify our pre-
sent, hipghly skewed distribution on moral grounds, but
economists, priding themselves on their value-free sci-
ence, have left such discussions to the politicians,

Yet, they are poorly suited to fulfill this responsibility
and too often avoid facing up to the problem. It was
hoped, therefore, that out of this study of the rabbinic
understanding of the proper relationship between the rich
and the poor some guidelines and principles might be
discovered. With these in hand, one might then argue

in favor of a rabbinically inspired redistribution of
income and wealth.

However, it soon became apparent that the rabbis did

not share this concern over the proper distribution of



income., Rather, they accepted the existing allocation zs
being 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

mitzvot of tzedakah, there were few formal legal institu-

tions through which wealth and income were to be allocated
more equally., The system of tithes and taxes was one such
mechanism 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 being poor? The rabbis' problem was one of theodicy:
How could G-d make people poor?

Once the focus of the ratbinic material had been de-
termined, the midrashim which had been collected began to
fit into a clear, discernible pattern. The chapters of
this thesis are arranged in such a way as to make that
pattern apparent to the reader, First, the biblical under-
standing of the issue at hand is presented to give an
overview of the setting out of which the rabbis developed
their own ideas. The next two chapters deal with the nature
of wealth and poverty, respectively, Here economic status
is 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

and to be very concerned with the ways in which such a



state might be achieved and maintained. Chapters L and 5
deal with G-d's role 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
are but the custodians of His wealth. DPoverty may have
instrumental value, leading as it sometimes does to more
righteous behavior, but the poor are to be consoled
primarily with the knowledge that G-d is very close to
them in their suffering. The following chapter deals
with the tests which both the rich and the poor must
underro in the context of their economic status. The
two economic groupings are tested differently and the
results of these tests will determine, in part, how

long they will remain in their present condition of
wealth or poverty. Finally, the conclusion will consider
the role that the principles and values which underlie
this area of rabbinic thought can play in our modern
world and will supggest directions for additional re-
search,

The data upon which this study is based are taken
primarily from midrash aggadah. The modern researcher
who seeks to discover the rabbinic understanding of any
concept or issue is faced with a nearly insurmountable
data problem. He cannot possibly go through all of the
midrashic material to find that portion which deals with

his subject of interest so he is forced to adopt a more



efficient, though less complete, method of data retrieval.
Given the nature of the concordances which are available,
the most reasonable approach involves the use of key words,
When all of the midrashim which contain the key words used
in the rabbinic discussion of an issue are cnllected, the
researcher has a good sampling of the rabbinic opinion on
that subject. In this monner, the following terms were
used for this study: 'G"l' 'Jh" ')Y,J‘l?'t.Y")'bY ,’)ﬂh’, ')]‘)’

‘ IOON'{Q g _ﬁ"Jf With these terms as reference points,

M. Gross' concordance Otzar Ha'aggadah was used to generate

some two hundred midrashic sources. In addition, several
secondary materials were consulted and these led to the
collection of another hundred and fifty citations., The
most helpful of these references were C.G. Montefiore

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

Rabbinic Literature and Gospel Teachings, and Strack and

Billerbeck's Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und

Midrasch.

The citations collected for this study are by no
means exhaustive of the references to wealth and poverty
in the agpadic literature. Nevertheless, there does not
seem to be any apparent bias favoring midrashim from some
sources over those from others. Thus, it seems reasonable
to conclude that the data include a representative sampling
and give a true picture of the rabbinic thinking in this

area, It is hoped that this will be but the first of a



series of studies which seek to discover the values and
principles underlying rabbinic thought in an effort to
improve our understanding of Jewish tradition and to help

us berin to handle some of the ethical problems of our

modern society.



CHAPTER I
THE BIBLICAL VIEW

The various books of the Bible cover many centuries
of life in ancient Israel, They reflect in part the no-
madic ethic, the early municipal society, the monarchy
and the post-exilic state. Over this long period, the
socio-economic characterictics of Israel changed drama-
tically and there were concomitant changes in the views
held about wealth and poverty. To achieve some level
of understanding of the overall biblical view, we must
first depict the stages of this development.

During, the nomadic period there were no sharp dis-
tinctions between the rich and the poor.1 The bonds of
brotherhood and the ties within the extended families
averted extreme poverty and it was the rare tribe that
achieved great wealth (cf. Gen. 13:2; 1L:23). There
were slaves, but very few free-born poor.2 Settlement
on the land led to the formulation of the municipal law
which is found in Deuteronomy. Yet, even now there was
general economic equality as can be seen in the data
from the tenth century excavations at Tirsah which show
houses of very similar size and arrangement. This may
be due to the use of lots in partitioning the land among
the families and clans (Num. 26:55-56; 27:7; 33:54; 36:2).3
By the eighth century, however, this picture changes and

we find great differences between the houses of the rich



and those of the poor. Between these two periods there was
a social revolution and prosperity was the order of the
day.h The earlier tribal equality had been destroyed by
the alienation or loss of family property and by the prac-—
tice of lending at interest. This resulted in paupcrism
and enslavement.5 Now there were large landowners on
whose property most of the people toiled in serf-like
conditions.6 The monarchy also led to the creation of a
new group: 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
understanding of the term "poor" as a sectarian designation
arose during the period of exile., When the people returned
to Israel, the concentration of wealth became even more
extreme as a priestly aristocracy developed.8

While there was never a feudal system 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. 2L:1)., He gave Israel to His people (Num. 34-363
Joshua 13-19) and blessed individuals with wealth (IK 3:13}.9
This religious understanding was the basis for much of the
legislation in the Bible which sought to alter the distribu-
tion of wealth. Thus, the Sabbatical year (Ex. 23:10-11;

Lev. 25:2-7) served as a reminder to the landholder that he



had only a limited right to his possessions and the Jubilee
Year (Lev. 25; 27:16-25; Num. 36:4)was based on the con-
cept that land could not be sold absolutely for it belonged

to G-d.lo

In addition, the annual tithe to G-d, the third
year tithe for the poor (Deu. 14:28-29; 26:12-15), the laws
concerning gleanings (Lev. 19:9-10; 23:22; 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.lj

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 overall biblical view as it
came down to the rabbis. Once again, it is important to
note that the various books of the Bible were written in
different historical periods by several writers and editors.
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 to the un-

ethical ways in which the Israelites increased their wealth.

They urged the rich to be concerned about the welfare of



the poor and to treat them well (Isa., 58:7,10; Ezek. 18:7,16).
Amos is particularly vehement in his denunciation of ruth-
lessness in the accumulation of wealth and of ostentatious
self-indulgence (Amos 2:6-8; L:l; 5:11; 6:L-6; E:4,6;
3:12,15). He opposes the latter even when no one is harmed
in the process because it reveals the callousness of the
rich in the face of the needs of the poor (Amos 6:6).]2
Isaiah 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. 3:14-263; 10:1-3), Furthermore, in the Book of Isaiah
we find warnings 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 egquate the wicked with the rich
(Isa, 53:9).13 Jeremiah continues in this vein by noting
the deceit, wickedness and greed of the rich (Jer, 5:27-28;:
6:13; 22:13) 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
poirnant metaphor of "eggs hatched by a bird that has not
laid them" (Jer. 17:11).'% Unlike the authors of the
Wisdom Literature, the prophets never condemn the poor

for having brought poverty upon themselves through lazi-
ness or irresponsibility (cf. Prov. 6:6-7; 10:4; 13:8;

23:21), nor did they idealize the poor (Isa. 9:12-16;
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Jer. 5:3-53; 6:13) whom they saw not as a separate class but
as defenseless individuals. 15,16
In the book of Psalms we generally find that a differ-
ent approach is taken. Here wealth is often reparded as
something inherently evil and ungodly (Ps, LG:6-7,11,17f;
52:9; 62:11).]7 The Psalms are in general the voice of the
lower economic grouping, of the needy and the poor, who
have nothing but their piety and theur 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;
7eph.,2:3; 3:12-13), this becomes a major thrust in Psalms
(Pss. 10, 12, 1L, 37, LO, 41, 49, 52, 70, 72, 73, 74). E+19
This characterization 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 Jf and DY o in
the parallelism of Zeph., 2:2 and 3:12-13, and as the oppres-
sed which is derived from the similar roots. In some psalms
the poor are the holy remnant, a particular religious affilia-
tion in ancient Israel, and the hope is expressed that G-d
will vindicate Himself and that the righteous poor will be
rewarded.20
It is only when we turn to Proverbs that we find the
poor being blamed for their poverty. Now the work ethic
is stressed (Prov. 10:4,5,26; 11:16; 12:11,24; 13:4; 14:23;
15:19; 18:9; 28:19). Man should learn from the ant that
he must work (Prov, 6:6-11). Wealth is now the reward for

piety, riphteousness and wisdom (Prov. 3:16; 8:18,21), The
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proverbs reflect the ideals of the prosperous groups. The
teachers 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 pointing out the
perils of both wealth and poverty (Prov. 30:8f).2] How-
ever, there seems to be a peculiar mixing of common pro-
verbs, i.e. the conventional wisdom, and "accepted" re-
ligious proverbs. This may explain the apparent contradic-
tion between many pairs of proverbs, While it is stressed
that wealth is the reward of hard work (Prov. 10:4f), this
is later corrected (Prov, 10:22) and righteousness becomes
the source of wealth., Again, while wealth is described as
a "strong city to its possessor" (Prov., 18:11), this is
then modified to read "the name of the Lord is a strong
tower" for the righteous (Prov. 18:10). Thus, although
in the Book of Proverbs the overall feeling about wealth
is a very positive one, the authors of the proverbs do
attempt to spiritualize that feeling and, as we shall see
below, appeal to the rich to act in a beneficent manner
toward the poor (Prov. 14:21,31; 17:5; 19:17; 21:13; 22;
283 20:7,14;3 30:14; 31:9).22 This ameliorative strategy
is designed 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
achieve some understanding of the overall view of wealth

and poverty which its authors and editors possessed. Wealth,



the abundance of property, is expressed by the Hebrew
words I|‘3) ’ Fn, and ”er, which mean literally ability,

3 The source of wealth is two-fold,

power, abundance.
part human and part Divine. One cannot become rich with-
out working; yet, it is G-d who must bless the fruit of
our labors if we are to be successful (Ps, 127:1; Prov,
10:22; Koh, 2:24; 3:13; 5:18; C:17). From the human side,
wealth can be achieved through labor guided by understand-
ing (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).°k

Wealth is clearly a blessing in the eyes of the
biblical authors, but it is neither the highest bless-
ing 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 from the vicissitudes of life (Prov. 10:15;
18:11), protects one's life by enabling him to pay off
his lepal suits (Prov. 13:£) and brings one many friends
and much influence (Prov. 14:20; 19:4,6; 22:7).26 Yet,
more precious than wealth are a good name (Prov. 22:1),
peace (Prov. 17:1), the fear of G-d (Prov. 15:16), love
(Prov, 15:17), riphteousness (Ps. 37:16; Prov. 16:8),
truthfulness (Prov., 19:22) and integrity (Prov, 19:1;
28:6). Kohelet warns the rich against becoming misers

who have no family and no friends but spend their time

chasing after useless riches (Koh. L4:7-12).

12
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Moreover, wealth brings with it many trials and tribu-
lations. The rich cannot be fully secure in their wealth,
Vlorrying about it keeps them up at night (Job 27:19; Prov.
23:4-53 27:2L; Koh, 5:11).27 Riches are never enourh to
satisfy the craving for more, making men greedy and en-
couragineg them to use all means of trickery and deceit to
increase their holdings (Prov. 28:22; Isa. 5:8; Koh. L:8;
Amos 2:63 11 S5am. 12; Hosea 6:6; 12:8; Micah 2:2; 3:3;

6:12; Jer, 5:27-28; 6:13; 22:13).28 They lead their
possessors into the trap of overconfidence and arrogance

and eventually cause them to trust only in themselves and

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

28; Job 31:24f; Isa. 3:16-17). The purpose of much of this
exhortation was to keep the rich from making wealth their
single poal in life. Although the bibliczal authors were
aware that many of the rich were not righteous and that many
of the poor were, they felt that there was some connection
between the retention of one's wealth and the style of life
which one adopted., Thus, the rich were warned against lazi-
ness, dealing with harlots, drunkenness, serving as surety
for debtors and ostentatiousness (Prov. 6:6-11; 24:30-3L;
26:13-15; Hosea 8:1L; Amos 3:5; 5:11).29

Appeals to help the poor are found throughout the
Bible, but especially, as we have seen, in the Book of
Proverbs. Here it is the duty and special obligation of

the rich to help them (Deu. 15:11) and concern for them is
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most meritorious (Prov. 29:7). Such consideration brought
one increased blessing, for he who honors the poor, honors
G-d (Ps. 41:23 Prov, 14:21,31). The rich are reminded of
the common history of all Jews, and especially of the bond-
age in Egypt (Deu. 10:18-19; 16:2; 5:15), and of the one
G-d who created us all (Job 31:15; Mal, 2:10), They are
told that the almsgiver will never hecome poor because

G-d will bless him (Prov. 11:24).2°

Poverty is expressed in the Bible by many terms.31

The major ones are :JY , 03 and ,l'ﬂlc, while 90D ,
27, IDON, and '1)9‘!\ appear less frequently. In many of
them the absence of food is the critical concern although

:)7 also includes the idea of the oppression of the poor
by the rich and ﬁ most often refers to those who were
once rich 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 living (Prov. 21:17; 23:21), sloth
and laziness (Prov. 6:6-11; 19:15; 24:30-3L), foolish ex-
ploits and stubbornness (Prov. 12:11; 13:18; 28:19) or
oporession, pgreed and deceit (II Sam., 12:1-2; Jer. 22:13;
Prov, ?20:21; 28:22). Yet, if we look more closely, we
find that none of these cases refers to those who have
always been poor. Rather, they refer to those who were
once rich and have become poor. The causes of normal
continuing poverty can only be found in the broadest

possible sense and include calamity, plague, war, disease,



and crop failures (Ex. 10:4-5; Num. 11:L-5; Judges 10:8;

Ps. 105:34).3°

There are very few references which at-
tribute the distribution of income directly to G-d (I Sam.
2:7; Job 1:21); in most cases poverty is not seen as being
foreordained by G-—d.33 Perhaps this is due to the fact
that poverty was accepted as being a part of the natural
condition of life, especially since so many were poor,

Poverty is regarded as one of the greatest evils
(Prov. 10:15; 15:15). Life is hardly worth living in
such a state of wretchedness (Job 24:4-13; Koh, 4:1-3),
Unlike their more fortunate co-religionists, the poor
are subject to every stroke of fate, they have no friends
and receive no support from their relatives (Prov, 13:8;
14:20; 19:4,7). Indeed, the worst curse which one
Israelite might wish upon another is that he become poor
(IT Sam. 3:29; Ps, 109:9-10). Even slavery was to be pre-
ferred to economic insecurity and we find the poor selling
themselves and their children (Ex., 21:7ff; Lev. 25:39ff;
Neh. 5:5).

Yet, once again we find that one's economic status
is not the ultimate factor in the quality of one's life.
Poverty may be an evil, but it is not the greatest evil.
As we have seen above, ill-gotten wealth is not to be
preferred to poverty and inner peace in the midst of
poverty can be a most satisfactory situation (Prov. 28:6;

Koh., 4:13-1L; Prov, 15:15-17; 17:1), In addition, poverty

15



is also a test of the poor. The Bible warns them of the
temptation to steal and counsels them to 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
good.ah
Realizing that it may be very difficult for the
poor, in their misery, to follow this advice, the bi-
blical authors offer encouragement by stressing the
special relationship between G-d and the poor (Deu. 10:
18; Prov, 22:22—23).35 The poor are frequently referred
to as beinp G-4's people (Ps., 72:2; 10:14,17-18; 68:6;
69:34; 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. 9:13,18-19; 10:12; 12:6; 34:6; 69:34;
86215 107:41; 132:15; Job 5:15; Isa. 11:4; 25:4; 29:19;
L,1:217; Jer, 20:13). Whoever oppresses the poor insults
G-d, while hewho is merciful to them or who lends them
support honors G-d and will be repaid by Him (Prov, 1L: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. 21:13)., This
special relationship, unlike that between G-d and the rich,
is almost a lepal claim which the poor have on G-d and one
might define the "poor" as those who can justifiably
expect Divine protection (Ps, 9:10; 14:5-6; 18:28; 35:10;
116363 132:15; 140212; 146:27; lh9:h).36 It is as if this

16



is the reward which the poor receive for serving as G-d's
instrument,

Through the deuteronomic legislation and the exhorta-
tions of the prophets, the Bible seeks social justice
for the poor (Deu., 10:17-18; II Sam. 22:28; Isa. 25:4;
Amos 2:6; 4:1-2). We have noted above the theological
basis of many of the biblical "poor laws" and this legis-
lation extended to full protection before the law (Ex,
22:3; Deu. 16:19; Ps. 82:3), the prohibition apainst
usury (Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:36; Deu. 23:30), the special
regulations concerning a poor man's offering at the
Temple (Deu. 23:25) and the inclusion of the poor in
all holiday celebrations (Deu., 16:11-12),

Yet, the legislation which would have had the
preatest impact on the distribution of income and wealth
was the Sabbatical year, the Jubilee year and the
institution of the SﬁJt (Ruth 4:9; Jer. 32:6-9)., All
of these were efforts to limit the exploitation of the
land and its concentration in the hands of a small part
of the population, The ideal situation was that expressed
in Deu. 15:4, "there shall be no needy among you." Every
man was to sit under his own vine and under his own fig
tree (Micah L:L; Zech. 3:10; I K 5:5). Yet, the biblical
authors recopgnized that this was not a practical goal and
that in fact "the poor shall never cease out of the land"

(Deu, 15:11). Therefore, they tried to establish laws

17
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which would limit the extent of the poverty and would
maintain some degree of equality. It is unclear whether
the Sabbatical and Jubilee years were merely expressions
of the Utopian ideal or whether they were statutes to

be enforced. Most scholars are of the opinion that these
laws expressed an ideal of social justice and equality and
that they were regarded as Utopian in nature and were not
put into effect.37 Poverty could not be eradicated nor
could it be eased to any great extent.

In conclusion, the Israelite was taught that though
it was important, one's economic status had only a rela-
tive value, that poverty was not the greatest evil nor
wealth the greatest blessing., To the extent that G-d has
determined the distribution of income (I Sam, 2:7), He has
done so in His good providence and there will be blessings and

38 While the mes-

challenges for both the rich and the poor.
sianic vision involves the flow of all riches to the faith-
ful of Israel (Isa. 4531k; 60:15-16; 60:11; Micah 4:13),
the optimal economic position in the present is neither
great poverty nor great wealth, It is expressed most

succinctly in Prov, 30:8b-9:

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

Lest T be full, and deny, and say:
'Who is the Lord?'

Or lest I be poor, and steal,

And profane the name of my G-d.
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CHAPTER II
THE RABBINIC VIEW OF WEALTH

In this chapter we will turn to an investigation of
the rabbinic understanding of the nature of wealth, First,
the various definitions of "“a rich man" will be presented,
together with the usapes of the words “)J¥ and ey .
Then, we will put the cuality of wealth in perspective by
comparing it with other gualities which the rabbis consid-
ered more desirable. 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 the 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 vineyards, 100
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.39

These answers can be divided into two groups: those which
focus on a strict materialistic interpretation of wealth
and those which take a broader view. R, Tarfon and R. Jose
fit into the first category of strict interpretation while

RH. Meir and R, Akiba fit into the second one. Since., R.



Tarfron is noted in the midrash for his preat wealth, one
might expect him to concentrate on material wealth, (T.B,
Nedarim 62a) However, the emphasis in rabbinic thoupght
seems to have been along the lines of the loose or weak
definitions. This does not mean that material wealth play-
ed no role but that a reasonable amount of wealth was as-
sumed, Such an understanding can be seen in the definition

piven elsewhere of the rich man or P')DJ\ Qe as:
Dfror vy UL VS

He who makes a fair living,
(Vayikra Rabbah 3L:L)

We find R. Meir's answer expressed in three other places
as well: T.B. Tamid 32a; Bamidbar Rabbah 22:8; M. Avot L:1.
In those places, the Hebrew terminology is changed from
R, Meir's nin Dn) to DNY , possibly showing that
the true interpretation of both phrases is something more
positive than "at peace", He is rich who gets something
positive from what he has, whether it be satisfaction,
pleasure or even happiness, and who does not continue to
strive after greater wealth. (Bamidbar Rabbah 22:8)“0

R. Akiba's statement can now be seen in a different light
as well. As Rava told the people of Machuza: Honor your
wives, for in this way you shall become rich (or, be en-
riched), (T.B. Baba Metziah 50a )41 So, too, is a man
enriched when the deeds of his wife are pleasing to him,
although this may be related to the fact that one's wife

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

Elsewhere in the midrash, we find additional insights
into the nature of the rich man. He is truly independent.
In Num, 16:15 Moses proclaims that he has not accepted as
much as an ass despite the preropgatives of his high position
which would have enabled him to accumulate great wealth.
(see, e.g., T.B. Yoma 22b) He was so rich that he could
be completely free of such temptations. Amos is described
as being even richer and more independent., (T.B, Nedarim 38a)
With this great freedom 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 result of the way in which they
have used it. (T.B. Kiddushin 49b) Thus, we find that R.
Judah HaNasi and R. Akiba honored the rich whenever they
acted with mercy and truth. (T.B. Eruvin 86a)%? 1In this
vein, the word 'Y is interpreted as meaning not 1'%

P'O-?Ja , rich in property, but rather as D‘KQFD rer 5
renerous.”> (T.B. Ketubot 68a)

Community leaders were often rich men, Incdeed, R.
Elazar b. Azariah was chosen to replace Rabban Gamliel
as the head of the academy in part because he was rich.

This was seen as a distinct advantage since R, Elazar
would be able to finance personally the costs of any trips
to appear before the caesar and could pay taxes to him
and bring him the gifts involved in such nepgotiations.

(T.B. Berachot 27b, 57b) All of the prophets were rich



men, having material wealth and being 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 38a) The rabbis went even further. The
shechinah would rest only on those who were among other
thinps rich. (T.B. Shabbat ‘_ﬁ‘!a)ht‘L While it is clear that
this midrash is hyperbolic in nature, it is sipgnificant
that wealth is included in the list of necessary cualities
and that it is not sufficient by itself. Perhaps, for
those upon whom the shechinah rested, wealth was a conse-
cuence rather than a prerecuisite,

In all of these cases and throughout all of the
various interpretations, wealth is regarded as a blessing,
as something pood. The midrash calls it ’Tp' s precious
(Shoher Tov, Shmuel &), and goes on to state that it is
pleasant or fitting for the righteous and for the world.
Wealth can be pgood for society and it can literally be a
crown for the wise person. It is appropriate for the
righteous who both deserve 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 regarded as being in complete harmony,
both inwardly and outwardly, and most fully endowed.*?
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 more than his life or than the pleasures
and comforts of his body. The J\?@'Cl prayer is seen as en-
compassing this possibility and as commanding sucn people to
love G-d with all of their wealth. The true purpose of this
midrash might be to encourage them to look past their pos-
sessions and to love G-d not money. (T.B. Berachot 61b;

Sotah 12a) An interesting generalization about the rela-
tivity of wealth is found in Kohelet Rabbati 12:9 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, striving endlessly to
increase their holdings. What is despised by the rich is
greatly desired by the poor whose eyes are always higher

than their station. Once again we must conclude that 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 great concern with the need for the in-
dividual to become economically self-sufficient, the rabbis
repeatedly stressed that the study of Torah took precedence.
There could be no excuse for not studying, neither the anx-
ieties of the poor nor the worries of the rich 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 position prevented them from studying Torah.

(T.B. Yoma 35b) 1In fact, one should forget his livelihood
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and dedicate himself to Torah, the highest value, When R,
I1fa 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 something truly sig-
nificant, (T.B. Ta'anit 2]a)h6 Business was considered a

{CQ 7)Ad , an idle thing, almost a waste of time. (Midrash
T'hilim 5:2) R, Jochanan was pra.sed for having sold all
of his many holdings, leaving himself nothing for his old
ape, and dedicating himself completely to study. (Pesikta
de Rav Kahana 178b) On the other hand, the tribes of Gad
and Reuven are described as wicked because they put the
primary value (Torah) after the secondary one (money).
(Bamidbar Rabbah 22:8)%7

Torah study is in a category by itself., Partof its

reward is vouchsafed for the righteous in the world-to-come.
Thus, while the rich and the poor are equal before the pgrave,
having to leave all of their possessions behind them, Torah
and pood deeds escort one into the next world, (M., Avot 6:9)
The satisfactions of wealth, on the other hand, are at most
temporary., (Kohelet Rabbati 12:9) We enter the world with
clenched fists, expecting to inherit great wealth, but we
leave it with open hands, knowing that wealth is not for us.
(Kohelet Rabbati S:JL)bS During our lives, we will often
imitate the fox who sought entry into a fenced off vine-
yard., To fit through the hole in the fence he had to diet.

Once he had done so and had eaten heartily from the vine-
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yard he found that he could not leave until he had dieted
apain, Our net gain from such striving after wealth is of
little lasting value. (Kohelet Rabbati 5:14) Elsewhere,
this is stated more strongly: 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 39b-40a) In fact, the study of Torah can keep
away the angel of death. As long as R. Hiyya was busy
with his studies he would continue to live eventhough his
appointed time to die had come., (T.B. Mo'ed Katan 2Ba)bg
Torah study is not only a reward in itself, but it
leads to wealth, long life and status within the commu-
nity. He who studies in poverty will someday do so in
wealth., (M. Avot h: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 that Moses became rich from the chippings
which came from the second set of tablets 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 Torazh 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 expression of love for G-d. (Sifrei Dvarim
L1) One must not appear to be using Torah for his personal
gain even if it means great expense, Thus, we find that

R. Tarfon was saddened by his violation of this principle.
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When suspected, on the basis of circumstantial evidence,
of stealing 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)
Moreover, there is a relationship between the reward
of Torah study in the world-to-come and our economic situ-
ation in this world. In times of great poverty rabbis have
been known to pray for financial assistance so they could
celebrate Shabbat or Pesach in the traditional manner.
When R, Shimon b. Halafta did so, a hand-like thing appear-
ed and pave him a valuable jewel, With this jewel he was
able to buy everything necessary, but when he told his wife
what had happened, she refused to accept wvhat he had bought
until he apreed to redeem the jewel and to return it. She
explained that this was part of his reward in 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 the 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, warning them that they would be taking part
of their share in the world-to-come, (Midrash T'hilim 92:8)
Better is the study of Torah and its special rewards than
those of earthly riches.

It should now be quite apparent that there is a basic
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tension underlying the preceding midrashim. On the one hand,
people need and want material wealth; on the cther, they
should be concentrating on Torah and ignoring their mater-
ial desires. There is a rough balance here between these
two sets of demands, although it is clear that the latter
predominate, Torah study, though the greatest single value,
is not the only one.

In addition to the study of Torah, there were other
qualities which were also considered more important than
wealth, A good name is to be valued more highly than pre-
cious o0il., While the oil is available to the rich alone
and is perhaps the symbol of wealth, a good name can be had
by both the rich and the poor. (Yalkut Sh'moni, Kohelet 973)51
Furthermore, a rich person who does not have a good name does
not wear his wealth well, It is not fitting for him to be
rich, Similarly, a poor man who has a pood name does not
deserve his low economic status. (Shoher Tov, T'hilim 24)
One's pood name seems to be a higher criterion than his
economic status in the estimation of a person, and may it-
selfl be one of the determinants of that status. Long life is
also to be preferred to great wealth., The midrash tells us
that if two scholars study Torah to receive a reward, they
receive only wealth and honor. Yet, if they study Torah
for its own sake, they receive not only wealth and honor
but leneth of days as well. This is an even higher reward.
(T.B. Shabbat 63a)

Moreoever, tzedakah is seen 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 result of one's
acts of tredakah that he deserves to receive and to keep
wealth, (Derech Eretz Zuta 4) In fact, tzedakah is only a
little lower than the study of Torah. In the midrash about
R. Hiyya and the angel of death to which we made reference
above, R, Hiyya is praised hiphly for his pgreat deeds of
tredakah, for his personal attention to the neecds of the
poor., Not knowing that his time was near, he decided that
personal tzedakah was a worthy reason for interrupting his
studies, While tzedakah cannot postpone the time of a per-
son's death as the study of Torah can, it is very close to
it in the rabbinic scale of values. (T.B., Mo'ed Katan 28a)
Finally, wisdom is also supericr to wealth., Indeed,
the two cualities may be mutually exclusive at times, Riches
are not for those of understanding., If you are a person of
insight, it is likely that you will not become rich, at
least not in this world, (Yalkut Sh'moni, Kohelet 989)
One should never bemoan his economic status and say: 'so-
and-so is rich and I am not.' Not every person deserves
J\‘ljn& Pe, wisdom and wealth., If one has wisdom, he
should be more than satisfied, (Derech Eretz Zuta 4) In
fact, piven the choice between praying for wealth (to the
north) and praying for wisdom (to the south), R. Yehoshua
b. Levi always chose to pray for wisdom, explaining that
in the process of attaining wisdom, he would also achieve

wealth, (T.B. Baba Bathra 25b) The priority of wisdom to
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wealth seems clear, even if there is a feeling that he who is
wise will in the end become rich as well. (T.B, Sanhedrin %2a)
Once apain we see the tension of the covenantal dialectic at
work., Torah study, tzedakah and wisdom are not to be treated
as instrumental values leading to the goal of wealth but nei-
ther is that possibility to be ignored.

Seeinp wealth in the perspective of this scale of values,
one should not be surprised to hear the rabbis say that man
should neither put his trust in nor boast about his wealth
or his power or even his wisdom. (Pirkei R. Eliezer 6; Tan-
huma, Mattot 7; Numbers Rabbah, Mattot 22:7) One who like
Korach puts his faith in his wealth may find that it serves
as poor protection against sin and gehinnom. Indeed, a
foundation made of wealth may drag one down to gehinncm
even faster! (Shoher Tov, Mishlei 11; T.B. Pesachim 119a)

This is not to say that wealth does not have an im-
portant role to play in one's life. It is still a blessing,
a positive part of 1life and the rabbis have much to say
about the proper amount of wealth for a person and about
the most effective ways in which one can achieve it, Wealth
is one of eight things too much of which is bad, but a
little of which is good. (T.B., Gittin 70a) Obadiah, Ahab's
wealthy administrator, is described as being rich 'QN 7}'" y
as having too much wealth. Yet, he spent it all on tzedakah
and even borrowed money during a famine to continue his

charitable activities, Perhaps the intent here is that
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Obadiah, although he devoted himself to great deeds of
charity, had to spend too much of his time and of his life
dealing with matters relating to his wealth, (Sh'mot Rabbah
31:3) On the other hand, R, Elazar refers to the minimum
amount of capital which is necessary to put someone on his
feet, to establish his life on a firm foundation. (T.B., Pesa-
chim 119a)

How is one to achieve this reasonable amount of wealth?
One way is through prayer. We have seen above that if one
prayved to the north, in the direction of the Temple shulchan,
the symbol of plenty, which was to the north of the altar,
he might receive wealth., (T.B. Baba Bathra 25b) Further-
more, we are instructed to pray that we do not become poor,
so poverty will come neither to us nor to our children or
our children's children, (T.B. Shabbat 151b) The most ex-
plicit expression of this understanding is found in T,B.
Kiddushin 82b where R. Meir gives advice to fathers, He
tells them to prepare their sons for jobs in clean trades
since one's success or failure in business is not related
to the particular trade which he pursues but is rather the
result of G-d's mercy. Therefore, they should choose good
trades for their sons and pray to G-d that they will be

successful at them.sé

These prayers for wealth entered
the High Priest's petitions as well. We find him praying
that the people of Israel may never be in need of support-
ing one another or of assistance from another people. (T.B.

Ta'anit 24b) The traditional priestly benediction is inter-
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preted as an appeal to G-d to bless us with wealth and to
protect that wealth for us. (Bamidbar Rabbah 11:13)

There are several other paths to wealth as well.53
Honoring the Torah and Shabbat and paying one's tithes en-
able the Jew to merit the blessing of wealth. (T.H. Shabbat
119a) Rabbi Akiba became rich from six different incidents,
few of which were the direct result of any action which he
had taken in order to become rich., He received money from
Kalba Savu'a, his father-in-law who was a wealthy citizen
of Jerusalem, from a forpgotten ship's masthead which he
found to be full of money, from a hollowed-out trunk which
also contained dinars, and from Ismaelite traders., In ad-
dition, a princess in her delirium threw jewels into the
sea which washed onto the shore and were found by Rabbi
Akiba whose efforts to return it were refused. Instead,
he was showered with pgifts. Finally, he married the con-
verted wife of Tineius Rufus and received all of her wealth,
(T.B. Nedarim 50a) Although this midrash makes it seem
as if Rabbi Akiba became very wealthy without having to
do anything himself, as if the money had come to him as
the result of a dream, it is important to realize that
behind these tales lies the conviction that those who
study Torah will be amply rewarded.

The proper marriage may lead to lasting wealth, al-
thourh it is at times difficult to determine which matches
are so desipnated, If a priest's daughter marries an

ordinary Israelite, the 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
marries 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 . Yeheshua also followed this advice and rather
than becoming rich he found himself weak and sickly. Finally,
we have the marriage of Rav Idi bar Avin which produced 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 pguarantor that they will
become wealthy. The study of Torah, even for the lowest of
reasons, still earns one the rewards of wealth and honor.

(M. Avot 4:9; T.B. Shabbat 63a) Yet, one is left with the
feeling that the real problem here is that no rule always
works.

The rabbis also offer helpful hints for business trans-
actions which will help one to become rich. VWhen making a
deal one should take possession and close the sale even if
he has to rent space in the seller's stall to store the pur-
chnse., This guarantees that the seller will not retract
the sale to the buyer's loss, (T.B, Ketubot 103a) So too
the businessman is encouraged to build up his capital a
little at a time, by saving something each day and not con-
suming all that he earns. (Sifrei Dvarim Piska 48) Finally,
ve are urpged to work 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 attribute of
life. They expanded the strict understanding of wealth in
material terms to include several other aspects., Wealth
was not regarded, however, as the primary value in life [or
several others were to be preferred to it. The proper or
necessary amount of wealth seems to hove been cuite reason-
able in amount and the rabbis provide us with several hints
as to how such wealth can be obtained. Yet, their basic
understanding of wealth was bi-focal, with the two foci in
a constant state of tension. Wealth was necessary for man's
survival as a full person, but it could not be allowed to
become his primary goal. Other values were more important

and were to be stressed by the rich,
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CHAPTER III
THE RABBINIC VIEW OF POVERTY

In this chapter we will analyze the rabbinic attitude

toward poverty as well as the rabbi's estimation of the life

of the poor. The various terms used to designate the pnor

will be presented and defined. Thereafter, the nature of

poverty will be studied, and this w!1l be followed by an

examination of the limits placed on the harshness of poverty

and on the

emptiness of the life of the poor. The responsi-

bility of all Jews not to become poor or to let those close

to them do
clude with
under

There

so will then be discussed, The chapter will con-
an analysis of the special status of the poor
ritual and civil law.

are seven basic terms which are used by the

rabbis to refer to the poor. These are explicated briefly

in Vayikra Rabbah 34:6,
a general term for the poor [BNLAND - 'J)'
one in need of everything H9» Plr.}tﬂb - ‘l'Plc
one despised by all S)S 53 |doe -':’Of‘
one dispossessed of his pro- P‘DDJQ v -e?2
erty
[ Bhan-53

one detached from his pro-

P'O-‘iJs)

erty

one who is crushed; who sees ey iajla“ Ja
something but cannot eat.... 2 lle Iy'ke) 83‘ >
and can neither taste nor ' ; ) 4
drink it !NG “K ol )

one who is lowly before all, 6 OS N e - i’ﬂ
who is like the lowest thresh— D) l‘) wp ‘e
hold LD



35

The poor are lacking material possessions and are 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 Sﬁ , reduced in wealth, Careful at-
tention must be paid when dealing with a P'g‘il ’.3
I'O.?JN 4 , the son of a great family who has become
poor and who is likely to be quite sensitive about his newly
reduced circumstances, (Vayikra Rabbah 34:1) In a parallel
passage §4 is identified not with a P'&?C ,9 but rather
asa PPN P , a good person or the member of a highly
regarded family who has lost his property. (T.J. Pe'ah 8:9)
Similarly, ﬁ or P'fa refer to Israel when the people err
either through the misuse of food within their homes (Yal-
kut Sh'moni Shoftim 60)5L or through the neglect of the mitz-
vot ( I3 'fl |£&) and consequently lose their former
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 offering. (Vayikra Rabbah 3&:6)55'56
Thus, a ;§ is one reduced to a very real state of poverty,
although it is also possible that I§ may merely refer post
facto to one's reduced state. In addition, the extreme
poverty which is described here may be a hyperbolic way
of cautioning 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 listing of terms denoting the poor (Tanhuma Behar 3)
contains the word pLDDI) y which is defined elsewhere as

:)fn'aﬂ Yy 1d9¢ (Vayikra Rabbah 34:L), a person of
reasonable income,

The halachic definition of ')J¥ is anyone who has less
than two hundred zuzim. Only such a person is entitled to
the agricultural produce left for the needy, such as Cﬁ[ ’

IIL , Pkd and ') WIAN. (T.B. Sotah 21b) In ad-
dition, within the halachah there appear to be other dis-
tinctions as well. Thus, the use of the adjective Py\ ’
meaning "in need" or even "starving" (Sifrei R'ei 116),
can be used to strengthen any of the preceding terms, An

ij\ JY is poorer than an _')B' and is one the same level
as, if not synomymous with, an ,Pﬂk‘,57 Ve therefore
find that it is not enough to state that one must not side
with a Ié in his lepal arguments. The Torah must also state
that this applies to an "'9’: as well. The latter is poor-
er than a J} , who may retain some status as a result of
his former wealth and position. (Mechilta Mishpatim 23)
Elsewhere we find an ‘UY functioning as a wage-earner and
earning enourh money to afferd to be too proud to demand
his wages when they are not paid on time. An |Palc could
not afford such pride and therefore special legal consid-
eration must be given to the J" over both the V¥ and

the |I'Pla. (T.B. Baba Metzi'a 111b)°%
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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 in the world:

PR3 181 Nlyrs D3FA e W e
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iy Yedse  pilfpn

For it is as if all the suffering in the world clings to him
who is poor and as if all the curses in the book of Deutero-
nomy have come upon him. (Sh'mot Rabbah 31:14) It cannot
be removed easily nor overcome quickly. If all of the other
forms of suffering are placed in one scale and poverty in
the other, poverty would outweigh them all. (Sh'mot Rabbah
3]:lh)sq 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:
INn'R ?'J)P .hljf, poverty within one's household, is
worse than 9' , than fifty plagues. (T.B. Baba Bathra 116a;
Sh'mot Rabbzh 3]:]])60 Any other affliction would be easier
than poverty. Yet, the suffering which was brought down on
Job was very severe indeed. OSo much so that Job cried out
to his friends for comfort, but they told him not to com-
plain saying, _'ﬂT” NINA D5 5" '> (Job 36:21),
for you have chosen this (suffering) rather than poverty.
(Sh'mot Rabbah 31:11; T.B. Baba Bathra 116a) 1In fact, po-
verty is so hard that from it alone does one never recover,
After being poor, one will never be the same. His eyes will

be weakened; his whole outlook on the world will be changed.
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(Yalkut Sh'moni Ruth 601) Even his physical appearance will
be different. The eyes of the poor protrude, either from
their inadequate diet which is excessively rich in fats that
settle below the eyes, or from their =ndless tears, (Shoher
Tov T'hillim 73) The light of the world will not reach them
easily. TFurthermore, the poor cannot pamper themselves or
cater to bodily comforts. Thus, when a poor girl reaches
puberty at an especially early age ( P'ﬂj 7' e» fJﬂ ),
she must use lime to remove the public hairs. The fine flour
of the rich and the oil of myrrh used by princesses are 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 apggadic exagpgeration, the rabbis
did feel very strongly about the difficult life of the poor,
using hyperbole to express their great concern,

Poverty also leaves the poor unprotected from the
elements, R. Yehoshua b. Levi visited Rome and saw how
even the buildinpgs were protected from extreme heat and cold
with drapes 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:])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 control over
their lives., The agonies of poverty ( J\'JY "P)aﬁ )
are one of only three thines which Pak'b _}ik ’OWN



39

UIP Nig ﬁ) pyg ff , which cause a person to lose his

mind and his knowledge of G-d, (T.B. Eruvin 41b) One can be
so overcome by the hardness of poverty that as we shall see
below he can be held only partially accountable for his
actions, (T.B. Eruvin L1b) In this context, we find that
R. Kzhana is forced to sell baskets among the women in the
market place to support himself, Vhen a certain matron
makes immoral overtures to him ( lg}jl‘)ﬁfl '(.'W D"})J’,Dj) YL
he leaves the marketplace on the pretense of adorning him-
self and jumps off the roof, trying to commit suicide, Af-
ter saving him, Elijah complains at being put to such trouble,
Yet, when R. Kahana reminds him that it was out of his pgreat
poverty that he was forced to put himself into such tempta-
tion-filled work, Elijah gives him money. (T.B. Kiddushin LOa)
The poor are often placed in such situations of great tempta-
tion and the rabbis recognized how difficult they are to with-
stand, and the rabbis, though not expecting them to commit
suicide, did recognize how difficult it is to be poor and
rirhteous,

R. Kahana is seen as preferring death to a life filled
with such temptations and indeed poverty itself is often re -

ferred to as being like death: p
-wa plen Mk« Kyl
YD 18l ‘N1 kbl 5I3NE )y

Four are thought of like the dead:
the poor, the leper, the blind gnd
the sonless. (T.B. Nedarim 64b)0%

We have seen earlier that poverty darkens the eye, making
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the poor like the blind. Being dependent upon others for
food ( P")D'C ,ﬂﬁ& ﬁ 99311;)], they live in a world of
darkness. (T.B. Betzah 32b) There are also midrashic para-
llels between the poor and the sick. If someone gives a
poor person enough money to buy food, at a time of preat
stress so that his soul becomes peaceful within him and he
is revived ( U\ll( N'"NI) | ), G-d will repay the kindness

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

(Tanhuma Mishpatim 15; Vayikra Rabbah 34:2) Thus, the poor
seem to share common traits with the blind and the diseased.
None of them can have full lives.

Death is also ecuated with poverty in anothei context:

O fefne poprae @y
A lie 3y lie payo prwon nje phpH
Rabban Shimon b. Gamliel said:
Vhenever the sages set their eye (against one),

the result is death or poverty.
(T.B. Mo'ed Katan 17b)

The two punishments seem to be nearly eaquivalent and this
correspondence is made more explicit in a parallel refer-

ence where Rav Chanin says in the name of Rav:

PL 33 ped psae Plpu e
S 513 Iy

Vherever 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 2z life which is not life.
Thus, the same terms which are used for the poor, i.e. e? s

f? y and }P?kw 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{Ja and to the
,ppk»and are not mocking the :JZ .63 Even a man's
wife will not go with him into poverty. Adam called his
wife Eve because she was N 8 Pk , the mother of all
life. Yet, R. Shimon b. Elazar said Eve was ‘N E) PY ,
with Adam in 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. (Bereshit Rabbah
20:28) Poverty is not life; it is death.

The life of the poor is a hard one for three reasons:
they must constantly seek and be worried about their daily
bread, they are not independent and they are subject to fre-
nuent and easy embarrassment. The fear of starvation seems
to have been a very real one to the rabbis., When given the
aforementioned choice between poverty and other suffering
Job chose other forms of suffering for he dreaded the thought
of beinpg in the marketplace without enough money to buy
bread: {)lk ?)M, U\ﬂj{%l')é) 'R I'U -’“5‘ B'(—c)

When I go to the marketplace and don't
have a peruta to buy bread, what will

I eat?
(Sh'mot Rabbah 31:11)

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

in the name of R. Reuven:

[l lp anly J Do Do Ap'a

Nna i 1) Ik KR ij) e 130
Ly o) o) bl 0> 8
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If a piece of bread costs ten 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 is restored
within him...

(Vayikra Rabbah 34:2)

As we have seen above, in such cases G-d attributes to the
rich man the merit of having saved the poor man's life, for
bread is literally and symbolically his staff of life., This
concept is also found in the description of the 'Dl'y!’ sacri-
fice, the meal-offering which the poor bring as their sin-
offering also. How does G-d receive this offering?
1) A o e T
I account it to him as if he had sacri-

ficed his life.
(T.B. Menachot 10Lb)

Mezl or flour is the last barricade between the poor and
death, In fact, one can understand the difference between
the rich and the poor strictly in terms of the ease with
which they find food to eat. The midrash expresses this

idea in the form of an allegory:
J@o M Ml
Jalon I ypa s
A spw 'UW N4l

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 cne'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 Yom Kippur, special consideration
is paid to this aspect of their hardship., The midrash tells
us that these two days are unlike any other holidays of the
calendar for only then do the maidens of Jerusalem wear
borrowed white clothing ( "f”& ’p‘ 'faﬂ J\’!(Jl' )
so as not to embarrass the poor who have no white clothing
of their own. (T.B. Baba Bathra 121afi’The equal participa-
tion of the whole community made these two holidays the most
joyous of the year, despite the fact that Yom Kippur is by
its nature not a very happy time., The rich are referred to
as (i') [ ') , the face of the earth, since they have
happy faces ( P'D”b pJO ) when they see their friends.
The poor, on the other hand, pja ’[ r‘c, have no face
since they are embarrassed before their few friends. (Bere-
shit Rabbah 91:5; Tanhuma Mikketz 7) In fact, the world
of the rich is completely separate from that of the poor:

pher Plpad - Ay

There is no poverty in a place of wealth, 65
(T.B. Tamid 31b)

In places of wealth, such as the Temple, no signs of po-
verty are 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 signs of poverty would be inappropri-
ate in places of wealth. It is no wonder that the poor are
embarrassed about their circumstances,

Not only do the poor have no happy face to show in pub-
lic, their face chanres colors like a ﬁ#?.’ , like a bird
which chanpges color in the sun. Whenever they are in pub-

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

pal ele : P P'S3 W |13 :S'lo

’
Jm Wk § el pRos Ky
CO'NAL el

It is as if two 1udrmento (were brought
arainst the pOOT}. fire and water. As it
is said (Ps, 66:12): You have caused men
to ride over our heads; we went through
fire and water,

(T.B. Berachot 6b)

Rabbi Asi said:

The poor suffer two levels of embarrassment: fire, their
red blushine, and water, their becoming white and pale.
They must bear with thr fire of public shame and the water
of poor health ana constant worry.

Another sipgnificant characteristic of these poor people
is their dependence on others J\"‘)D[ P3 e f’?(,?}{,

(T.B. Berachot 6b) As our sapes have taught:
)9 ther poo «')Jsu l)"n %
J\gblﬂ Inekt ‘Ml |-) 2N ('2930 »
Jolea’ [fein |'1Io'& ‘)&

Three people live lives 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., Betzah 32b)
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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 degree, if his whole 1life is
focused on satisfying a single all-consuming need. This
dependence is by its nature difficult to overcome. This
can be seen in the concludinpg section of the preceding

midrash:

3l 'P!fn e 1§ i w P

Also, he who has but one shirt.

This addition is rejected by the Tanna who set up the ori-
7inal 1list because the shirt could easily be cleaned while
the three other cases could be not be reversed very cuickly.
The difficulty which a poor person has in overcoming his low
economic status finds expression in an halachic corollary
as well.66 If a person lends money to a poor man and the
poor man dies, the court is empowered to repay the loan out
of the poor tithes. However, if the poor man should become
rich and the collateral of his share of the poor tithes no
lonper 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

followss Jen'at, {(f 2y lepe IV
't)'lc Ik "9 @9 P Ik
wep (el A0t ple 78k, N pI2D

Dying is a freaquent occurrence, becominp,
rich is not.
Rav Papa said:
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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 30a)

Once a person becomes poor, the chances are that he will
remain 50.67 Yet, this does not apply to their children
after them, for we are warned:

nip k3p AL P JRR nDED

Be careful with the childrei.. of the poor
for Torah will come from them. 68
(T.B. Nedarim 8la)

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, there 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
connection is made between the :JY and the ';)Tiﬂ’ in a mid-
rash about Rabbi's son. After marryineg, he spent twelve
years finishing his studies. During this time his wife be-
came barren and the cuestion arose as to whether there should
be a divorce. Yet, if it were to be so decreed, people
would say of his wife: .NNL "-"d 15 'D'Jf

This poor woman waited in vain.
(T.B. Ketubot 62b)

The woman was "poor" because she had become barren. In an-

other context the severity of barrenness is made quite clear:

Y Ml a6 1ol o D Pk e Tale
Jele) [9lo Iy, Iolo 959 ploa & 1ek? id ik popega
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YAl 2 |c$n YU k7P ?")3 79 IJ
9 I 931§ pvele o p'|r3e fie
S tfu ®I 1m0k prI 9 l_'jl'?k Jie ¥ile
1ole M Boe 1Bk D oYk fe one

ploc ahlok (% Ahprd (e, 253 1
.ol pas

For G-d hearkens to the needy and despises
not His prisoners. (Ps. 69:34) R. Benjamin
b. Levi said: the beginning and end of this
verse do not match, The verse should read
either "for G-d hearkens to the needy and
despises not the prisoners" or "for G-d
hearkens to His needy and His prisoners".
However, "for G-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)

Although, 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 prisoners and He
acts to release them by granting them children. OSince
barrenness is harder to bear than poverty, G-d's role be-
comes more direct and His relationship closer.

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:

) DAY (e (KON PY) ple P"ﬂflt Q0'l
200 3y Hr Id fovae g ol
Pl po1:9v 3B pF Ser e
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And G-d led the people about (or, caused
them to lean. (Ex. 13:18) From here our
rabbis concluded: Even a poor Jew cannot
eat until he leans. I'or so G-d did to
them: 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 riven freedom. The poor are still free and must
act like free men on Passover. They must forget, for the
moment at least, their usual state of dependence and con-
centrate on their ability to rise above such enslavement.
Furthermore, just as a rich man's time is valuable so too
is that of the poor man, According to the halachah, the
land-owner cannot leave an arbitrary part of his field for
Pe'ah, Rather, he must leave 193¢ 1lo , the end of his
field, Among the many reasons piven for this repulation is

included P':)r ﬁﬁ'a , wasting the poor man's time:
137 P, PES B [l [tk P 15 Ky

w0 (G Df lefle ko ) B9 1oy 3 |’J>:l.{ K
V1D Dred [kl HInle

So that the poor will not sit and watch

all day long and say: now he's givinp Pe'ah,

now he's riving Pe'ah,” Nather they should

7o and reap in another field and come back

at the time of the finishing (of the harvest).

(T.J. Pe'ah L:3)

A poor man's time has value and is not to be abused., He is
not to be kept waitins but must be able to do his work and
to live his life in an orderly I‘ashion.69
Poverty is not an excuse for improper behavior. Thus,
we find that the poor man who delays marrying off his daugh-

ter is called a3 Phr () , 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
daughter once she has become a NI2IP , an adolescent.
The father cannot deny her her independence., (T.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:
) B> perk mofin 15 sy
P06 R\ l'f‘alw Ppkl
This poor one is 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
poor people must do so too! They cannot claim that the
strictures of their poverty prevented them from doing 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 pave half to the shomer of the Bet Hamidrash.
Once he did not have even that much so he spent the winter
night by the window of the Bet Hamidrash where he was soon
covered with snow. The next morning Sh'maiah and Avtalyon
discovered him and said:

ey pe e (ink 95 0

For this one it is appropriate 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 rabbis put the study of Torah above all economic
considerations.

Tzedakah is also incumbent upon the poor,

P33 A P39 opapae )Y

A poor person who is supported by charity
must give charity.
(T.B. Gittin 7b)

Since the poor are free and complete people, they too must
help to support those less fortunate than they. All Israel-
ites are recuired 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 to balance off or to tone down the ter-
rible things said about poverty, the rabbis also claimed
that poverty is at times considered one of theP’P’G D3N -
of the pood aualities. This is true at least for Israel as
we will see below. G-d selected poverty from among all of
the pood cualities to be the one for His people! (T.B. Chagi-
gah 9b) Some encouragement had to be given the poor.

The terms used for the poor are also found in refer-

ence to non-economic poverty, though they all derive from



51

the primary economic meaning. In justifying its conclusion
that the poor are like the dead,the midrash cites Ex. 4:19:

P’@JK’) fy IPN D, for all the men had died. This is
seen as referring to Dathan and Abiram who were alive at
the time of Korach's revolt. They had lost their influence
and were poor in terms of personal power (and also in terms
of economic power, no doubt). (T.B. Nedarim 64b) Similarly,
the tribe of Levi is called [é as a result of the fact
that it was few in numbers, poor in terms of population.
It was also Jé because the Levites were not given any land
as an inheritance in Israel. (Bamidbar Rabbah 5:2)

A more common understanding of the poor is that of

people who are ignorant about the Torah and its laws. Thus,

we find: Ppasy (odyr 3ty
MU PIN DY
Pl peran M3 Yy

Poor: Poor with respect to the righteous:
poor in Torah, in mitzvot and in good deeds.
(Pesikta de Rav Kahana 18:2)

The study and fulfillment of Torah was considered a higher
value than economic¢ status. Real poverty to the rabbis is
the absence of Torah from one's life. In a statement of
obvious hyperbole the midrash tells us that the Jews of
Babylonia suffered from poverty in Torah ( m\'}’a ﬁUY )
because they were too conceited to learn from one another

and to share their knowledge. (T.B. Kiddushin L9b) 1In
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Vayikra Rabbah 3L4:4, a €9 is defined as ’77_1)'!:'3 L2 195,
one who is poor in Torah and ")'b]' as ‘3)'7_'}513 Tf:r, one
who is rich in Torah., If the 2'U¥ does not respond
positively to the plea of the e') for help with his studies,
but instead sends him to study with other Pt y then G-d
will punish him. Sharing one's knowledpge of Torah is as
important if not more so than sharing one's material pos-
sessions. In describine the depths to which the Israelites
had sunk in their rebellion apainst G-d and against the
Torah, the midrash cuotes an Amora who felt that the lowest
level to which one could sink was J')”.gﬂ'a IN lﬁ& ar
to the point where they were impoverished with respect to
the observance of Torah. (Vayikra Rabbah 3&:6)70'7]

:)Y is also used in relation to one's general knowl-

edge., A popular saying in Palestine contained this message:
DA (e o

The only poor person is one who
lacks knowledge.
(T.B. Nedarim Lla)

This same understanding is then carried over to the area
of Talmudic study. When the rabbis cannot understand the
relevant passare, Deu. 5:5, they have great difficulty ren-
dering a decision about the status of a marriage between a
brother and sister-in-law, As Shmuel put it:
1
G2 93 )iy
As a result of our lack of under-
standing (lit. our poverty) a get
is demanded.
(T.B. Yebamot 92b)
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Even the sares at times suffered from intellectual poverty.
Finally, in an effort to explain an odd ruling through legal
reasoninyg, NE3 P ')I' is used to refer to someone who is
cheap just as/M9R 7'UY was used to denote generosity,
(T.B. Ketubot 68a)

With this understanding of the nature of poverty and
the life of the poor, one can easily see why the rabbis
would be concerned about those people who were not poor
but who acted in such a way as to risk becoming so. The
minimal responsibility placed upon the Jew was to avoid be-
coming a burden 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 replied that he had not eaten anything belonging 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 two lepal rulings., 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
capital may be given but afterwards the upper limit is twenty
per cent of one's income., This ruling was set down to pre-
vent a person, in this case R, Gamliel bar Ininya, from los-
infF all of his holdings and becoming dependent on others.
(T.B. Pe'ah 15b) The rule can be broken only on one's death-
bed. Thus, we find that Mar Ukba gave away half of his hold-

ings 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 dying man cannot specify in his will that no
money from his estate shall be used to pay for the costs of
buryine him, He cannot enrich his heirs at the expense of
the community. (T.B. Ketubot L8a) The other case deals with
someone who finds a lost animal. DMust he return it to its
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 Metzi'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 m\rn‘.t}'u::r'.?2 This can be done in two
ways: by changing elements of the economic structure or by
lendine money to the needy. Every Friday R. luna would
buy un all of the vegetables that were left over with the
pardeners 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 prevent the gardeners from sinning in the future
by cutting back in their output. He changed the conditions
of supply and demand so produce would be plentiful and the
plight of the poor would be eased. (T.B, Ta'anit 20b) On
a smaller scale, R. Yehoshua's advice to Rabban Gamliel is

another case in point. Rabban Gamliel had two students

who were especially learned, both in science 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 friend to give them positions
in the community. They should not have been poor, at least
not so poor. (T.B., Horayot 10a)

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 greatest
responsibility is the economic well-being of those closest
to him. If there is a choice between supporting yourself
and piving to others, you come first.73 (T.B. Baba Metzi'a
30) 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 7la;
Tanhuma Mishpatim 15) Yet, within this list there are ad-
ditional criteria, If the choice is between an F?ﬂc and
a Plg\ , within any of the preceding groups, the pkp
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 116) Nevertheless, there do seem to be
some exceptions. Eliezer of Barthotha used to run after the
charity collectors. One day he was going to buy a nedunya,
a wedding outfit, for his daughter when he saw some people
collecting money to buy one for an orphan. He decided that
an orphan took precedence over his own daughter and pave

them his money. For this act of charity he was greatly re-
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warded, (T.B. Ta'anit 2ha)7h
Another special case is that of a traveller who is

assessed for a charity donation while in a foreign town.
If he is there as an individual, he is to pay the assessment
which is used to support the local poor. However, if :Jﬂ
%), the representatives of one city, go to another and
are assessed, they must pay but the money will be returned
to them upon their departure so it may be u.ed to help the
poor in their heme city. This ruling applies only if there
is no 7'Y 9PN , no talmid chacham, in charge of charity.
(T.B. Merillah 27) The concern here involves the distribu-
tion of charity funds. It is preferable to have the official
representatives handle the assessment if there is no talmid
chacham present than to entrust it to a local collector who
mirht be less reliable and less accountable.

If the choice is between giving money to a Jew or to a

non-Jew at interest, one must still lend to the Jew:
Kbea P3G W, ar Nk

A master said:
A choice between a member of my people
and a non-Jew - my people come first
obviously!
(T.B. Baba Metzi'a 7la)

In fact, it is a sipn of merit if one is able to lend his

money to Jews:

fo 13725 pps el -a0[ pap
dor & (waed i pla ;b

If you deal your bread to the hungry. (Isa. 58:7)
If you're worthy, you'll give to the hunery
of Jacob; if not, to satiate Esau.,

(Vayikra Rabbah 34:13)
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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, nine went to Lod (Israel) and one
to the rest of the world., The non-Jews seem to have done
rather well, according to this formulaic understanding.75
Yet, if non-Jews live among Jews 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
message is clear: do not seek out rich non-Jews with whom
to live, for their company is likely to impoverish you. If
the non-Jews 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 11a)76

Although as we have seen the rabbis encouraged the poor
to take a full share in the community, they did realize that
their difficult situation recquired some special consideration
with respect to the ritual and civil law, In the area of
rituzl law the rabbis were particularly sensitive to the
plipht of the poor. A popular saying claimed ft.'JT N

lsp,j?' lclec, poverty follows 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 gold and silver baskets 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 amonp the lepers, who
had to show their state publicly (Lev, 13:45) for all to hear.
(T.B., Baba Kamma 92a) When they discussed the poor man's
sacrifice, the rabbis stressed how significant and important
it was. Ye have already seen that the meal-offering was at-
tributed to the poor as if they had sacrificed their lives.
(T.B. Menachot 10Lb) While the smell of burning birds!®
wings (the sacrifice of the poor) usually made one nauseous,
wings were burned at the altar so it might be enhanced
( 23198 DA k)'e) by the only offerings which the poor
could bring. Furthermore, the poor man's sacrifice often
took precedence over that of the rich. Once King Agrippa
wanted to offer one thousand burnt offerings. He told the
priests that no one else was to offer any sacrifice until
the kine's offerings were completed, Yet, a poor man came
with two turtle doves, half of his daily catch, and the
priest offered them upon the altar before burning the king's
sacrifices. He did so since otherwise he would have destroy-
ed the man's livelihood, The poor man's sacrifice (a rather
generous one) and his continued sustenance took precedence
over the king's fancy desires, Agrippa himself agreed that
this was the proper thing to do. (Vayikra Rabbah 3:5)

We also find the case of a man who brought an ox to be
sacrificed. The ox would not move because it had a needle
within it. VWhen a poor man offered his bundle of endive,

the ox sneezed and expelled the needle through its throat
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without creating any invalidating perforation. The sacri-
fice of the poor man came first and it enable the richer
person to offer his as well, (Vayikra Rabbah 3:5)

Since the poor baked their bread by putting it directly
over the fire in order to save fuel, the question arose as
to whether such bread was subject to the ﬁ‘}\ , the bread
offerine. It was concluded that sirce this was indeed the
bread of the poor, the offering had to be made even though
all of the dourh had in effect been cast into the fire.
(T.B, Pesachim 37b) The rich were sensitized symbolically
to the life-style of the poor when they participated in the
Passover ritual. Now they too had to bake matzah cuickly
over the fire so as not to waste fuel and had to eat it in
small pieces as the poor did. (T.B. Pesachim 115b-116a)

In addition, it was decreed that all aspects of the
funeral service were to be identical for the rich and
the poor. The poor were not to be embarrassed or dis-
heartened at the time of death within their families as
they were so often in their lives. Therefore, all Jews
used plain 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-
tinruish the socio-economic groupings. (T.B. Mo'ed Katan 27)

While this was certainly the ideal to which the rabbis
looked, it is unlikely that it did in fact occur., A more
real situation involved the proper Shabbat attire. It was

also deemed acceptable for the 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 121a)

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
was permitted if the community was too poor to do other-
wise, Thus, the ruling that the lampholders were not to
be made of wood was set aside during the Hasmonean cleans-
ing and rededicating of the Temple due to the people's po-
verty. As they pgot richer, the candlesticks were overlaid
first with metal and later with gold and silver, (T.B. Rosh
Hashanah 24b) 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 Hapedolah put Havdalah within the T'fillah so
it would not reaquire the drinking of an extra cup of wine.
When 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 given to the poor. The model for and justification of
this practice comes from the midrashic view of G-d's be-
havior, G-d exacts punishment from a2 person according to

the extent of his possessions. The rich pay with oxen; the
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poor give sheep. (T.B. Pesachim 118a) Similarly, there are
six crimes whose punishment varies with the perpetrator's

76 Three proupings are recognized before

economic status.
the law with respect to these crimes: the rich, the poor,
and the poorest among the poor. (T.B. Keritot 10b) There
are also two seals in the Temple for the ‘(‘H\ y the drink
offerings. One is labelled i3 Kcﬂﬁ, and the other an

I'LY , according to the differentiation set forth in the
Torah. (M. Shekalim 5:3)79 The rich and the poor do have
different leral 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 which is .htla , embarrassment., But how is this em-
barrassment to be measured? R. Meir, feeling that all peo-
ple are primarily r1|0 :JQ , free and ecuzl, claims that
it is the same whether the injured party is rich or poor.
R. Yehuda arrues that great men suffer more embarrassment.
Yet, the halachah follows R. Shimon who incorporates both
of these views to some extent. There is a difference be-
tween the level of embarrassment of different socio-eco-
nomic gproups but R. Shimon lessens that difference. The
rich are therefore treated as free men who have just lost
their possessions and are at the top of this grouping. The
poor are treated as the lowest members of this group. (T.B.
Baba Kamma 86a)

More favorable treatment is piven to the poor in other
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areas. A poor man's pledge must be returned to him as soon

as possible. One cannot keep his collateral overnight al-

thourgh in the case of a rich man's pledge one need not be

so prompt in returning it. (T.B. Baba Metzi'a 114b) If

one hires lahorers, he must pay the PTJY' first, the
pjl'afc. second and the P'»'LY last, All of the poor

must be paid on the day they work. (T.B. Baba Metzi'a 111b)

These cases show the great concern which the rabbis had for

the poor and the efforts to which they went to lighten their

burdens,

Beyond the letter of the law, efforts were also made
to encourare the Jew to favor the poor. For example, if
there was a doubt about whether some produce had been pro-
perly tithed and the full amount left for the poor, the
case was decided in favor of the land-owner. Yet, as

Resh Lakhish arrues:

213339 'l 1p'33D e
A8 o1 Plea 333

Do justice to the afflicted and to the
poor, (Ps. B82:3)
¥hat is the meaning of "“do justice"?,..
Be liberal with what is yours.

(T.B. Chullin 134a)

Althourh the disputed produce lemally belongs to the land-
ovner, he is encouraged to be pgenerous 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 ker, one cannot take his clothers or

attach his warpes. The reason pgiven deals with the spirit
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of the halachah here:

WNGN  PPAZ ANk

To keep the path of the righteous., (Prov. 2:20)
T.B. Baba Metzi'a 32a)

The righteous Jew will not insist on the full letter of the
1aw.%0 Yet, even here there is a limit. As Bet Hillel
argues, one cannot declare something tc be '7?@9 s tO
be ovmerless, only with respect to the poor. An item can
be )P 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?0'7) and is there-
fore not permitted., (T.B. Baba Metzi'a 30b)

The rabbis saw the life of the poor as the harshest
form of existence. They felt the depth of their affliction
and strove to ease their burdens as much as possible, In
an effort to convince the Jews of the terrible nature of
poverty, the rabbis used extreme, hyperbolic midrashim which
showed in a dramatic way the dependence, the embarrassment
and the pain of being poor. They 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
overcome the burdens of their daily lives, to withstand
the temptations of poverty and to observe the mitzvot.
There can be no cuestion that the midrashim which refer

to poverty as a pood, instrumental cuality are rationaliza-



64

tions and that the rabbis did their best to avoid becoming
economically dependent themselves and to keep their fellow

Jews from becoming so,
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CHAPTER IV
G-D'S ROLE IN THE DISTRIBUTION OF INCOME;
HIS SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP TO THE POOR

Having examined the rabbinic attitude toward wealth
and poverty, we are now ready to turn to those questions
which most concerned the rabbis: What is G-d's role in
the establishment of the present distribution of wealth
and poverty in the world? 1If poverty is so harsh, if it
is almost like death, then how could G-d bring it upon
anyone? 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
existing income distribution, that all wealth is His and
that He gives it to man. Thereafter, we will discuss the
nature of that distribution and the rabbinic understanding
of the concept of a fixed amount of world wealth and po-
verty., Finally, we will turn to the special relationship
which exists between G-d and the poor, leaving for the
next chapter a detailed analysis of the reasons for the
existence of poverty.

A1l wealth belongs to G-d. The rabbis based this con-

clusion on two verses: Malachi 2:8 and Psalms 24:1,
often find them using expressions which convey this under-
standing. If one desires to get rich, he should pray for

mercy to '[8 7e)¥9% 'N, to Him who has all wealth. (T.B.
Niddah 70b) Elsewhere, the rabbis remark that ,lmﬁ) r_)

Kji) ISE , 811 wealth is His. (Derech Eretz Zuta b)82
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With this wealth G-d sets the distribution of income. He
opens His treasury for the rich (Tanhuma Mishpatim 12),
and He sets poverty for others:

ol ey phlie Y e

I made you rich and him poor.83
(Tanhuma Mishpatim 15)

Moreover, He often does so in a very strong way, as R.
Yehoshua b, Levi said after witnessing “he suffering of

the poor in Rome:

9en e 2 pe3
PAPIN nle ‘PN kI

When You give, You give plentifully;
When You diminish (smite?, You afflict
(one with) poverty.

(Pesikta de Rav Kahana 9:1)

The rabbis'primary concerns here appear to be twofold,

In the case of the rich, they worry about their becoming
excessively arrogant. They fear that they will conclude
that their wealth is the result of personal achievement
and success, which presumably have earned them the free-
dom to use it as they wish., In the case of the poor their
concerns lie in the aforementioned problem of theodicy.
Thus, the messapge here is that all wealth belongs to and
comes from G-d, not from the efforts of the rich; and that
G-d, has indeed ,\3 ?EIN , crushed, some of His people
with poverty: ?U)JYI , and T have afflicted you (and

T have made you poor). Furthermore, it is He who will re-

move this affliction: J\’jY _'JN'O ': "K)N ,'IC pllA
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I will no longer show him the signs of poverty. (T.B, Gittin
7b)

G-d has established the distribution of income and no
one is to cuestion it. Both poverty and wealth are part
of His plan. Thus, the rich are not to scorn the poor as

if poverty is a sign of difgrace,

43 Iplc e ke
lte Iplic Bl W w

| ly "’JD,I'PI &' ¥IN
v Wo 1y e

"or I have made him poor and whoever

robs him or mocks him blasphemes His

creator and 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 less talented in business or laazy.
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, is alone absclute and the dignity

of the poor is, thus, guaranteed, Just as the rich are not
to scorn the poor, so the judges are not to side with the
poor against the rich in their legal suits. One cannot
rule apainst a rich person simply because he is rich and
can afford to pay the judgment. No one is empowered to

steal from the rich, for their allocation comes from G-d
as well: n'w:aS ke Jlu
156 ple 46y ppl
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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 midrashim
show the rabbinic understanding of human nature and of two
natural human prejudices: to put down the poor and to take
from the rich,

One must accept the allocation he has and use it to
satisfy the needs of his existence. This conclusion is il-
ustrated most clearly in the following midrash. When a
recently impoverished man came before Rava asking for sup-
port, Rava asked him about his former life style. It had
been one of luxurious living, fat turkeys and old wine.
Rava was troubled by this and he wondered if the man had

considered the needs of the community during the time that

he was wealthy, The man nded:
ey 'aw f:m X \lle
ot e > "r Tl

P 1'9 Io P’7 J\l ’QNU
Sft. aniu mm lci:c, 'w k) 1§
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Did T eat of theirs? I ate of G-d's
as it is taught: "The eyes of all wait
for You and You give them their food in
its season" (according to his habit)
(Ps. 145:15) In their season is not
written rather in its season, teaching
that G-d gives each person sustenance
in his situation.

(T.B. Ketubot 67b)
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Whatever G-d has allocated for a person should be sufficient
to meet that person's needs.sh Although Rava is not im-
mediately convinced by this argument, the sudden appear-
ance of his sister after thirteen years of separation chanres
his mind, for she is carrying a fat turkey and some old wine.
Nevertheless, this remains a difficult and ideal pattern of
behavior,

However, the rich are not free to use their wealth as
they see fit. Rather, they must see themselves as the custo-
dians of G-d's property. As R. Avin said:

VYN PIDAYI08 |9k [Pk

"The needy" (Deu. 15:7) As repards the
poor man, rive of your wealth which is
His,
(Vayikra Rabbah 34:9)
The wealth is G-d's; the rich are merely His agents. He
opens His treasury and gives them money to use according

to his wishes.85

They are to give money to the poor and
to lend it to them, for these are the only forms of redis-
tribution which possess a lepal, thoupgh imprecise, charac-
ter,

The rabbis also wonder what impact a man's behavior,
the amount of work he does, will have on his income.86
Will hard work lead to greater income? Perhaps the best

expression of their answer is found in T.B. Niddah 70b:
:,-;)£ We 2P pAle Y W
NS |31 KT NInod DR’
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What shall a man do to become rich?
He said to them: Let him work hard at
business and deal truly. They said to
him: Many have done so and have not
succeeded, Instead, let him seek mercy
from Him who has all wealth. As it is
said: "Mine is the silver and the gold.,"
(Hagpai 2:8)

A man's income depends in part on his own efforts and in
part on what G-d has ordained for him, Even as Job could
choose between poverty and other suffering as affliction
from G-d, so man has a choice between reaching the maximum
income destined for him or achieving other goals. (Sh'mot
Rabbah 31:11; T.B. Ta‘anit 2la)

Yet, despite this statement, the rabbinic emphasis

seems to be placed on G-d's role in the distribution of
tncone, e ‘D 38 b Pl PE ¥ 2 ypm
D P NN i) il (Gl kS
D 198, Py ) §9e¢' 9 (ole Pl
13l pakt, amn IS . pyani) kg Inn kel
Al msul Do) ines fiel
rfflol pyoon e 1Fole; 10 )
1) ph23Nd fr 230l 20NE g
Do M) e P
s e T ag e Py B s

from the east nor from the west and not
from the wilderness is lifting up for G-d

is judges



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 in ships and
poes from east to west and returns to
the deserts and mountains, he will not
become rich...

(Bamidbar Rabbah 22:7)

G-d's role is the primary one here and man's heroic ef-

forts seem futile indeed. Lasting wealth can come from

Him alone: 75‘"‘“- &7:’ :’)9’ ')H&'D DL
PR plKdl PNL DISN | N5

%> §u 1700 I JPh N g;?
I)'ic
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 to be worthless. The
wealth he gathers for himself will not last. This empha-

sis on G-d s role also clarifi the following mldrash:
Al 1\t PRk ‘iﬂfr Pf {:le YN g
m ) VgL N p'um Y -»Fn D

EOON ,g Qh' T %(é 186 ')le '“fHdK-JﬂJNII:D

Rabbi Meir says: A man should always
teach his son an easy, clean trade and
seek mercy from Him who has all wealth
and property. For neither poverty nor
wealth are based on one's trade but on
Him who has all wealth. As it is said:
"Mé?e is the silver and the gold." (Haggai
2.

(T.B. Kiddushin 82b)



The trade at which one works has no automatic relation-
ship to the income one earns. Yhile it seems that one
cannot expect to receive money if he does not work at
all, he can nevertheless become rich or poor while work-
ing at any trade. G-d determines how effective man's
efforts will be. It therefore follows 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 are wiser and 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 man and G-d have a significant role to play, but the
emphasis here is on G-d,

Yet, interestingly enough, man does have some impact
on the size of G-d's treasury, G-d is often compared
to a2 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

l}, ,3& and P£‘7 Ié, 'Y . (Kohelet Rabbah 10:23)
Elsewhere G-d is likened to a rich man with poor rela-
tives whom He nevertheless acknowledges as His brethren
and treats well. (Sh'mot Rabbah 31:5) However, the
actions of man, in particular the extent to which he
busies himself with Torah, can change all of this, They
can reduce this rich G-d to the level of a ibv, a poor

person, Thus, the midrash tells us:

72
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Rav Katina said: The rains 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 whon they
did not deal in Torah G-d became a .
And means poor. As it is said: "But
if he be too poor for they evalution..."

(Lev. 27:8)
(T.B. Ta'anit 7b)

The rains stopped coming onto the earth because G-d had
become too poor to send them. In 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 income will be
affected by the extent of his involvement with Torah.87
G-d has several agents who help him determine and
carry out the desired distribution of income. In one
scenario, the }\,ﬂ,c s Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, are seen
as beaueathing ﬂﬂl'JVD , homes and riches, to their
descendants, (Shoher Tov Mishlei 18) Elsewhere, the Knes-
set Haredolah sets the proper level of remuneration for
scribes, purposely keeping 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, Although the Mishnah restricts their freedom some-

what and prohibits their using funds collected for one pur-
88

pose to be used for another (Mishnah Shekalim 2:5), the later
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rabbis gave them greater latitude. The soup kitchen was
originally designed for the use of all poor people while
the charity fund, 99‘? s Was to be used for the local
poor alone, Yet, now the 3'EN :P, the representatives
of the town could use the money raised for the soup kit-
chen as well as that for the charity fund in any way they
wish, In fact, they soon mixed both collections together
and divided it as they saw fit. (T.B. Baba Bathra &b)
Despite the powers invested in these human agents to al-
ter the existing income distribution, the rabbis seemed
to feel that it was best for one to learn to live with
what he had. Thus, R. Yitzhak agreed to make R. Mani's
relatives poor and then rich apain in an effort to solve
their interpersonal problems and create peace in their
homes, It soon became clear that these changes 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 life, (T.B. Ta'anit 23b) R. Yitzhak had the power
to make these changes just as R. Shimon b. Yochai could
fill a valley with coins (Midrash T'hillim 92:8), but in
neither case does this ability change the basic conditions
of 1life. R. Shimon's students do not take the money; they,
too, learn it is best to live with their present alloca-
tion.89
This allocation of economic wealth is set at the be-

ginning of one's life if not before. During pregnancy, the



75

supervising angel, 3{;5 y takes a drop of the embryonic
fluid and brings it before G-d who announces whether the

child will be weak or strong, wise or foolish, rich or poor.

(T.B, Niddah 16b) s Rav Yehudah said in the name of Fu‘.av:.:”0

PN L pqh PI' Pk
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Forty days before birth, a Bat Kol
goes out and says: The daughter of
so-and-so for so-and-so; the house
of so-and-so for so-and-so; the field
of so-and-so for so-and-so!

(T.B. Sotah 2a)

The economic status, as well as the marital future, of the

91 In addition to this

child is decided before he is born.
initial loner term allocation, there is an annual review
which occurs at the beginning of each year. On Rosh Ha-

shanah a person's year allocation is set:

Pk §r 5% D eIOPY
ODPAL DN DPNY N

For on Rosh Hashanah it is decreed
about a man what he will earn and
what he will lack.

(Vayikra Rabbah 34: ]])

Yet, even here the dialectic is not lost since we also know
that prayer, tzedakah and repentence can change the decree.
Later, on the last day of Succot the aesricultural output

is determined as the 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 blowing from west
to east will there be larpge output, moderate prices and a

pood situation for both the producers and the consumers.
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(T.B. Yoma 21b)

At times, one pets the impression that the rabbis felt
that the total amount of wealth in the world was a fixed
constant.Q1 Therefore, if any particular group were to
increase its holdings, this implied that some other group
had decreased its share of the world's wealth. There are
ten P’P','\ , ten measures or shares of wealth and ten shares
of poverty which exist in the world, (T,B. Kiddushin 49b;
Esther Rabbah 1:17) This is the sum total of the world's
economic situation., Some part of the world must be rich
and some part poor. Given the rather parochial outlook
of the rabbis, it is not surprising that this wealth and
poverty was allocated completely among the locally rich
and poor. Horeover, there were several instances in Jew-
ish history when G-d took wealth away from other groups
so that the Israelites might prosper. He put down the
Midianites in order to raise up Israel (Bamidbar Rabbah
?2:7); He transferred wealth from the Egyptians to His
people. (Sh'mot Rabbah 9:9) At the least, it is clear
that the rabbis did not see economic growth enabling all
people to rain simultaneously. In answer to the ouestion
of whether there would always be poor people in the world,

the rabbis said:

Pipn f 37 pelr Pphe sp
piefs pple [KLO) Pk pjtale
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Whenever you do G-d's will, others
will be poor, but when you do not
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do His will, they will be among you.
(Sifrei Piska 114)

The set amount of poverty will always exist in the world,
The only way to remove it from the Israelites is to shift
it onto other peoples,

Yet, this understanding did not answer the rabbis®
underlying questions. Why did poverty have to exist in
the first place? Why was the distribution of income not
created ecual in the beginning? As King David says to

G-ds ! PNI')’ R P{ND [P

Master of the Universe, make your
world evenly balanced!

and G-d replies: ';)”{' :N{/a- ,)w/c PIC
PR3P N Wk 80D
If I make My world egual, who will Gl

practice truth and loving-kindness.
(Sh*mot Rabbah 31:5)

There is something inherent in the unequal distribution
which fulfille a hirher purpose. VWhy did G-d create the
rich and the poor? He created them so that they might
draw sustenance from each other. (Pesikta Rabbati 201)
The economic structure set the stage for activities of a
more critical nature.

We shall discuss this higher purpose and how it was
expressed in terms of the tests which G-d makes of both
the rich and the poor in Chapter 6. Here, it is impor-
tant to realize that the rabbis were not completely satis-

fied with this answer. They looked at the priests and
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saw that no priest could offer the .h1|CT y the incense
offering, twice until each had offered it once, Why? The
distribution of income among the priests was to be kept
reasonably ecual! (T.B. Yoma 26a)95 Even the critics of
Judaism asked the rabbis why G-d, that great lover of the

poor, did not treat them any better. They were forced to
respond: ,i)p ‘U'(, f,}o)b 130
PP e AN

so that we may be saved through them
from hell.
(T.B., Baba Bathra 9b-10a)

As the poor live among us, they present endless oppor-
tunities for the rich to do tzedakah and to acquire merit
thereby. The only answer possible was that G-d had a high-
er purpose in bringing the affliction of poverty down on
some people.

Yet, G-d does not abandon the poor in their miserable
state, In fact, there is a special, close relationship be-
tween G-d and the poor, He treats them differently, pay-

ing close attention to their plight. He has called them

His people:gé $ ;);)P 9; ﬁ?e' nﬂlta
Pt : PR3 Nl ,'W
pn"p W Ny » pn) o gr,
Israel said before G-d: Who are Your

people? He said to them: The poor.
As it is said: "For G-d has comforted

His eo le; He will ?ave mercy on His
oor., iIga1ah 49313
poor.” (Sh*mot Rabbah 3125)%7
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G-d is near to the people and seeks to comfort them. In
warning the Israelites not to despise them, He uses a

word play on 'Nf which expresses that the poor are My
people and that they are with Me, They are under G-d's
protective wing. (Tanhuma Mishpatim 15) They are even re-
ferred to as fjp, My children, whose prayers have special

fficacy before Him:
o et,ogezmmmvnh 332 pa3um fioer (s

2 . e Ipe3l :J»al P99 -Dr'wl

w W L1383 'Jos GOpN 1D §r dun
733 ds fop Yy Iiapm f!f"}"’- W : N
gv.'\[:.?p 30 f.n P PIMI

When Israel went out from Egypt, Pharoah
pursued them. As it is said: And Pharoah
drew near, (Ex., 14:10) And it is written:
And they called out to G-d, (Ex., 14:10)
Moses began to pray to G-d, too, G-d said
to Moses: Vhy are you standing there and
praying, My children have prayed and I
have heard their prayer. As it is said:
You call to me. (Ex, 14:15)

(Sh'mot Rabbah 21:L4)

This midrash comes at the end of several passapges which
the rabbis brins to show that all people are ecual before
G-d. Moses, the greatest of all the prophets, has no
closer relationship to Him than does the most poverty-
stricken Israelite.

Indeed, the poor may have even greater 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

98

to rise up, but each time G-d refuses, saying:

PHED N0 PPN ple ok ? 313
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el 209 Y MM PP e
\
.PlecJ PJI’PM p'aay P¥
David, my son, even if you call Me to
arise several (more) times, I will not
do so. VWhen will I arise? When you
see the poor oppressed and the needy

sighing.
(Bereshit Rabbah 75:1)

When the poor are suffering, G-d moves i1~ ease their plight
without waiting to be called., Yet, if they do cry out to
Him, He will move even faster to help them.99 (Sifrei Re'ai
117) 1In addition, if someone goes to the aid of the poor
and is penalized for doing so, G-d hears his cry and saves
him as well, Thus, when Pelotit, Lot's daughter, was found
guilty of supporting a most afflicted poor person and was

about to be burned by the Sodomites, she called out to G-d

and He said: '§ PN IPPEI>N Bl ) Yl
p|3o e & D) D D Npa3> Ple

b yp1 Seaf ofe apalor pladle

kfn AP e ;:}'?139» P ,wJ:s) :’,9(,
,@?7335)

Let Me po down and see if (the situation)
is like her cry which comes to Me. If the
Sodomites have done according to the cry
of this girl, I will overturn Sodom's foun-
dation. As it is said: "Is it according to
her cry?" (Gen. 18:21) Is it according to
their c¢ry is not written rather is it accord-
to her cry,

—— (Pirkei R, Eliezer 25)

As the poor po from door to door seeking support, it
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is G-d who goes with them and stands by their side at the

threshold: 51 %N,x 25D Jaf,‘) . ,lp,L 2Ic.
kPP Frpo
2N ;’[JE. " le
Jrdle pd
R. Avin said: A poor person stands on
your threshold and G-d stands at his
ripght,..as it is said: "“For He stands

at the right of the needy.," (15, 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 pgives them charity, it is G-d who re-
pays. This repayment can come in the form of JJ24 , of
merit, in the Hipher Court. When Satan mentions his sins
before 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 graciously foreiven him for the sins he com-
mitted long apo. (Sh'mot Rabbah 31:1)

Another form of repayment was noted earlier. Who-
ever lends 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 in danpger of death, G-d
will save him and will increase his time in this world.,
(Vayikra Rabbah 34:2; Tanhuma Mishpatim 15)100 Any act of
kindness which a person does for the poor is treated as
if he did it for G-d Himself. The tzedakah which our Fathers

did for the poor in their midst earned them the position
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of beoueathing homes and wealth to their descendants. (Shoher
Tov Mishlei 18)

In His protection of the poor, G-d has agents on earth,
We find that the Bet Din serves as the puardian of the pcor
without beiny asked specifically to do so by the poor them-
selves, It is a P')r 3' , an agent of the poor. If one
party to a lawsuit is awarded damages and says that the a-
ward is so small that it should go to the poor, he cannot
come back later and change his mind. The P':)" 9' has
accepted his donation on behalf of the poor and the pledee
cannot be rescinded. (T.B. Baba Kamma 36b)

It should now be clear that the rabbis accepted the
economic order within which they lived. They proposed no
revolutionary or economic chanpges of any fundamental nature.
Rather, they sourht to give the existing distribution cosmic
sirnificance., G-d had set the allocation of wealth, and al-
thourh the rabbis may have wondered why he did not do so in
a more egalitarian manner, they did their best to justify the
present situation. They proposed and urged that those who
were well off share their holdings with the poor, emphasiz-
inr over and over arpain the tzedakah and lending responsi-
bilities of the wealth, They also saw some change occurring
in the distribution as a result of the observance of mitzvot.
While a close relationship was postulated between G-d and
the poor in an effort to ease their burdens, as we shall see

below, they could only justify the economic order of their
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times by recopnizing and accepting the idea that it had
been established on the basis of higher, non-economic cri-

teria,
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CHAPTER V
THE CAUSE AND ROLE OF POVERTY

As we have seen, poverty was a state which the rabbis
hope to avoid. They often shared the popular notions a-
bout how to keep from tempting fate and bringing poverty
down upon oneself. In its harshness poverty was also seen
as a form of punishment by G-d for the sirs which were
committed by the Israelites. Yet, beyond these interpreta-
tions lay a different level of interpretation. Poverty
was described as a purposefull state of existence through
which the Jew and his society could be changed and improv-
ed. When people were poor, they tended to think and be-
have in a different manner and these changes may have been
for the better. Poverty might serve as the instrument of
G-d's will for pood. In this chapter, we will examine each
of these aspects of the causes and role of poverty.

Jewish conventional wisdom has always contained many
formulae which described the causes of poverty and implied
the means by which one might avoid it. Thus, we find a
great concern with cleanliness and with not even giving
the appearance of wasting anything, especially food, The

Israelite is warned in general terms:

Ap'p pind daps s pak k!

People must be careful with produce
inside their homes,

for it is only as a result of their misuse of produce that
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that Israel has been called p'si] y poor, (Yalkut Sh'moni
Shoftim 60) One must also be careful in the way he drinks
frothy beer, for the froth can lead to catarrh, headaches

or even poverty: S
PN, PO NP VPUN
Dnan, e § [lep P2
.lg\ljwf IKep
Drinking it causes catarrh; blowing
it away causes headaches; skimming it

causes poverty.
(T.B. Chullin 105b)

The more messy one is 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.
Cleanliness is crucially important if one seeks to
avoid poverty:
.lg\{'prf 'ep lep'pp 1ked
,@Uy[ ep lep'PP lle)
') le A3p3 lwlole o3
.fg\l\')‘r{

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 111b)

Why should this be so? Crumbs and dirt are dangerous be-
cause they provide an opening for [%U y the angel of po-
verty, to enter one'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 Fri-

day niphts:

~rpr 48l plpae 5
v PN L

On Tuesday and Friday nights evil
spirits rest on them (crumbs),
(T.B. Pesachim 111b)
As long as 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 following midrash il-

lustrates:  [OL ;y&r BIN 93 O kl»»
p3 a7 For 9 1 kpys

72 3n eNlt . 1e2IG loneJie 95

K3l e whk :fpk kpa'f

N e I3 P 1R 1)

Yol lonl 1m)ae 8 1997

o2 05> 'pakd I: ANkp3
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Once the angel of poverty was follow-
ing a certain man but could not get
him because he was so careful with
crumbs. One day he ate bread on the
grass, The anpgel said: Now he will
surely fall into my hands. After he
ate, he took a spade, dug up the grass
and threw it into the river. He heard
the angel say: Oy! This man has thrown
me out of his house,

(T.B., Chullin 105b)

In addition, he who hangs [lood which is not usually hung

up in his house puts his economic status in suspense,
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As the popular saylng expressed its:
Iré 'cn (ep'PD ?\
%)Ju:v e i iplo I

Something hanping in the house causes

poverty. If you hang a basket of food

you put your sustenance in suspense.
(T.B. Pesachim 111b)

Any unusual or frivolous behavior with respect to one's
food can lead to poverty in which one world certainly be
more careful.

Similarly, the drinking of wine and the consecuent
loss of control will also make one poor as we learn from

the rabbis' etymological word play on el7lf\ y New wine:

0 a D lepyd He ehp

New wine: A1l who become boastful throurh
it will become poor.
(T.B. Yoma 76b)

Respect for one's dwelling place is another possible guar-
antee arainst personal economic disaster, Thus, one who
urinates on the floor beside his bed or who is careless in
the washing of his hands will be led into poverty. (T.B.
Shabbat 62b) Such is also the case for him who marries in-
appropriately, whether an Israelite to a priestess (T.B.
Pesachim LO92) or a man to a woman who will curse him for
not buying her jewelry., (T.B. Shabbat 62b)]oJ Finally, he
who appears to scorn his wealth by releasing his slaves be-
fore their time has been completed or who is unduly involved
with the worries of his possessions during the times when

he should be observing the Shabbat or studying in the Bet
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Hamidrash will also find himself quickly reduced to a lowly
state, (T.B., Gittin 38b)

The preceding collection of aphorisms are cautionary
statements and warninegs against certain kinds of behavior.
Some may be taken 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 punishment from G-d for sinful behavior. This may
apply in the situation described above where the land-
owvner is seen inspecting his property on Shabbat or having
his main meal during the time of discourse in the Bet Ha-
midrash, Although these activities are obviously cautionary
in nature, and thus also exaggerations, 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 behavior:

iy €2 Pale . i
by ¢

Once a man becomes poor below (on earth)
he becomes poor above (in heaven) too.
(T.B. Sanhedrin 103b)

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.JO? On his trip to Rome, R, Yehoshua b, Levi saw the
rreat plirght of the poor and attributed it to G-d's smit-
inr them. G-d's judrments against man are very strong.

(Pesikta de Rav Kahane 9:1) Yet, we must not forget the
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other side of the dialectic: G-d loves the poor. Each
pole, love and abandonment, plays a role. Thus, these mid-
rashim cannot be used as a basis for despising the poor,.
Whenever a person sins, G-d begins to bring the sipns of
poverty upon him, First, he suffers economic losses so
great that he must sell his field. Later, he sells himself
into slavery. (Tanhuma Behar 3) In answer to the question
"Will there always be poor people?" the rabbis say that as
lonr as Israel does G-d's will, as long as the Jews do not
sin, the poor will be among the non-Jews. Once Israel be-
gins to transgress, however, the poor will be among its
citizens. (Sifrei Piska 11L4)

Those who do not busy themselves with the study of
Torah or vho do so in an improper manner will also be pun-

ished with_ povertv. As H. Akiba said:

.|ja§ My pole Nipa ,\olv (L& £

'hoever does not busy himself with
Torah, brines 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 learn

from them will also see the signs of poverty:

Dy pha plozl o
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The siegn of conceit is poverty.
%T.B. Shabbat 33a; T.B. Kiddushin 49a)

Such conceit was the cause of the great poverty experienced
in Babylonia. Yet, these midrashim are not to be taken
literally. Perhaps poverty is used here as an example of
the bad consenuences which result from improper behavior.
Finally, in an obvious exaggeration designed to bolster the
often limited power of the Sages, the midrash telis us that
those who do things of which the Sages disapprove will soon
find themselves deprived of their possessions.
PO PNID nje plpn 5
ANN e Y
“herever the Sapges set their eyes (against

someone), there death or poverty (will come).
(Mo'ed Katan 17b; Nedarim 7b)

In a further effort to justify and ease the pain of
poverty, the Sapes postulated an idealizing theodicy: the
instrumental role of poverty. They preached about the pos-
itive function which it might have in the life of the indivi-
dual as well as that of his society, and about the good which
mipht result from it, Jacob wanted the tribe of Simeon to
be the poorest of all the tribes. He hoped that they would
leave their cities and become bepggars among their brethren.
These abandoned cities could then become the Grpd "
the cities of refuge. The poverty of the Simeonites would
help to structure the Israelite society according to G-d's

will., (Bereshit Rabbah 98:10) Similarly, to safeguard the
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holiness and accuracy of the parchments which were used for
T*fillin and mezuzot 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)103
In fact, G-d used poverty to cleanse and purify all

of the Israelites, The rabbis cite Isaiah 48210

PN ;?oo.a (cf) PPN )9
Y 9152

Behold I have refined you but not as silver;
I have tried you in the furnace of affliction
(poverty).

as the prooftext for their assertion that G-d had selected
poverty as a food quality for the Jews. (T.B. Chagipah 9b)
It purifies them and G-d brings increasing amounts of it
upon them until they are ready to repent. Each time the
Israelites sinned, He renewed the punishment until they
realized the errors of their ways. (Vayikra Rabbah 3L:6)
As R, Aha explained,

Adlpp 133Y l:.ahnf floe

Israel needs carobs to do repentance.
(Vayikra Rabbah 35:5;
Pesikta de Rav Kahane 117a)

'3113

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 repented. Thus, when seeking some-

one to read before the conrrepgation, the rabbis recommended
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choosing for such an honor one who was:
Pl 1f v 2 |ps
'y 32 PP IpD
aopa el pf

An old man, fluent (in the prayers),
who has sons but whose house is empty
because his heart will be fully in his
prayers.

The poor do pray more fervently; they turn to G-a more
often,

An even stronger statement of this view is found in the
followineg hyperbolic midrash from Seder Eliyaha Zuta Pirka 5:
pol 11" ple i) |9 P Tt
Gl rlof ,uu Upﬂ 3¢l IJK‘F pnd
[ Qon U [ ... SN AP
V23 3 'ely [k, nlyy PN lehle
il (1 Dly¥ S idre 'k
LD lyy’ SN it i PFon

For in poverty they fear G-d. Whey they
have no bread and no clothes and no oil
for anointing, then they seek mercy and
find it...those who do acts of loving-
kindness do not come except from the midst
of poverty; neither do those who do chari-
table deeds nor those who do pood deeds.

It is only out of poverty that people learn to behave well.
It is a pood condition for those who seek tc be righteous.
Indeed, in Babylonia it was the great poverty of the peo-
ple which made the holiday celebrations so very joyous.

The special days of the calendar became the hiph points of
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the year for those who could not afford to celebrate at any
other time. (Shabbat 145b)

Poverty also provides less distraction for the Jew,
enabling him to concentrate more fully on the study of To-
rah. Compared to Torah, all other activities are considered

o’ GP P")Q? , idle matters, on which as little time as
possible should be spent. If one accepts the fact that he
is poor and turns his mind to Torah inste:< of business,
poverty will have played a useful role. It will have served
as the 193 PO, as the berinning of His way.
(Shoher Tov T'hillim 5; Midrash T'hillim 5:2) % To be
pious and rich is a difficult task, even for a chasid,
who is knowvn for his fulfillment of the mitzvot beyond the
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 appeared before him as an Arab and 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 being rich he
forpot _IJ')E'O}) e/nel INIR'on ﬁJll' , the time of his riph-
teousness and the practice of prayer. G-d complained to
Elijah that he had obstructed the path of the one true
chasid in the world. It was only after Elijah made the
chasid become poor again that he was able to live ac 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 Ruth 601)
By now it should be easier to understand how the rab-
bis could at times refer to poverty as a good quality, even

105 15 several different places, the rabbis

as a blessinf,
describe how G-d searched among all of the possible good
qualities with which He could bless Israel. At the end of
this search, He concluded that there was none better for
His people than poverty. (Seder Eliyahu Zuia Pirka 5; T.B.
Chapipah 9b) Indeed, in the words of R, Akiba, which para-

4
nhrased a popular saying of the day,‘06

ApI'3 anf kpljoon k!
J(oIn Iolod 1€H?  [gpnle g7

Poverty is as becomineg to a dauphter of
Jucob as a red band on the head of a
white horse.
(Vayikra Rabbah 35:5; Pesikta de
Rav Kahane 117a)

When David asks G-d why the distribution of income is

not eeal, He answers:

P13 ik 3on

Love and truth, who will practice them?
(Ps, 61:8)
(Sh*mot Rabbah 31:5)

If everyone had the same income and wealth, how could peo-
ple help one another? If they were all wealthy, no one
could serve as a lender. If they were all poor, there
could be no security offered as backing for loans. If
qon and J\fl’c are to be practiced in the world, the

distribution of income cannot be ecual. (Tanhuma Mishpatim Q)
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Furthermore, the presence of the poor in the world
serves as a way of saving all Jews from hell., As we have
seen above, the poor who have nearly lost control over
their lives are not held fully accountable and, therefore,
will never see rehinnom themselves. (T.B. Eruvin L1b) G-d
acknowledres the tremendous burden which is placed upon
them and as compensation for their suffering:

PP ft L 13 1y P

As 2 reward for his affliction, He will
deliver him from the judgment of gehinnom,
(Yebamot 102b)

Here poverty becomes, in itself, a2 means to a greater
reward, The rich are also saved from hell by the existence
of the poor. Those of G-d's children who are so afflicted
offer opportunities to the rich to do tzedakah., If they re-
spond and fulfill their responsibilities to the poor, G-d
will reward them and they too will be spared from the jude-
ment of rehinnom, (Baba Bathra 9b-10a)

Thus, we see that the theodicy arpguments given by the
rabbis are threefold. First, poverty may cause the poor to
become better Jews. It may encourage them to fill their
lives with mitzvot and with righteousness and may result in
their drawing closer to G-d. Second, poverty is in itself
a puarantee of a higher reward. Finally, it serves to en-
able the rich to earn zechut through the performance of ad-
ditional mitzvot, Yet, none of these arguments proved very

satisfying, for the harshness of poverty still remained,
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The rabbis kept wondering how long it would have to continue

to exist, They often compared two biblical verses in their

efforts to find a deeper understanding of this problem:
flov apn ok Br' o o

For the poor shall never cease from the
midst of Israel., (Deu. 15:11)

and
ol pa o5 kb > ook
There shall be no needy among you. (Deu., 15:L)

Thus, we find the story of Ilfa and R. Yochanan who decided
to fulfill Deu, 15:4 in their own lives and conseauently
left the academy to seek their fortunes. Along the way R.

Yochanan heard an angel say,
Jgpve 8 w3 3n 197 ok 3
One of them still has much to achieve,

Since Ilfa did not hear the angel, R, Yochanan assumed

that it was talking about him. He left I1lfa and returned

to the academy, using Deu. 15:11 as his explanation. It is
clear from this midrash that the rabbis felt that in the
short run, in a2 man's lifetime, poverty would not be erased,
Therefore, ideally the proper verse to fulfill would be Deu.
15:11, as R. Yochanan had done, especially in the fortuitous
instances where its fulfillment led one to the study of Torah
and consequently, to wealth as well, (T,B. Shabbat 151b)
Thus, as we have already seen the rabbis did not discourage

their students from praying that the poverty which did and
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vould 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 longideal 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 1life of Torah. Thus, when Rav Yirmiyah
interprets Zech, 14:21, he concludes:

298> A Wl ol

[ fic: M Wle
What is the meaning of "And 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 since its wealth would be
very great. There would no longer be any poor people and
consecuently no need for merchants. At that time, poverty
would have been erased throuesh the performance of mitzvot,
Yet, this was a messianic, ideal state. In the meantime,
the poor had to console themselves with the theodicy arpu-
ments as best they could and were to make the most of what

little they had,
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CHAPTER VI
THE TESTING OF THE RICH AND THE POOR

\)lo)> anly [P PRk Rl
IS0 T [t 3% e
Happy is the man who passes his test
for there is no one whom G-d does not

test.
(Sh'mot Rabbah 31:2)

As we have seen above, G-d sets the economic stage on
which man's life is acted out. He has created the rich and
the poor; He has given them their allocations. In this
chapter we will consider the individuzl's economic status
as a form of testing which he must undergo. There are dif-
ferent tests, different temptations, for the rich and the
poor, but all people will find that their love of G-d and
their desire to fulfill His commandments are the substance
of the test. Many of them will involve the interrelation-
ship between the rich and poor. In this context, the rab-
bis taught that G-d had created two groupings for a dis-

tinct purpose:

;flcf ifle |25 I7'¢ '35

so they could benefit one another.
(Vayikra Rabbah 343:5)107

lffw e [©78 A 19'C ‘90

so they would support one another.
(Pesikta Rabbati 201)

The way the two groups live together will cause merit and
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blessing to come to them both or will result in punishment
for that proup(s) which fails its test. Below, we will ana-
lyze the tests which the rich and the poor must undergo and
the consecuent rewards or punishments which will be brought
upon them accordingly.

Let us berin with the rich. The tests which they face
are of two types: (1) the way in which they view themselves
and their money; (2) the use to which they put their money
and the way in which they relate to the poor. Great wealth
can easily lead the Jew astray. It can cause him to become
arrorant and to rebel arainst G-d. When the rich man rives
his larre tithes to the Temple, he must overcome the tempta-
tion to do so ostentatiously. This temptation to self-wor-
shiv is so strong that it is included among the three thines
concernine which G-d proclaims His special approval each day:

’?l'fl' 50N %fc WY ) -)nlc.

YAd Yoy b el PR Yo

A1)'32 1pb'o

Rabbi Yochanan said: About three (people)
G-d makes proclamations each days....

about a2 rich man who tithes his fruit in

modesty.
(T.B. Pesachim 113a)

The midrash also warns the rich not to attribute their

wealth to their own powers, basing its argument on Jer, 9:22,

.")UYD 'Y {f‘h}' ﬁ(, :';) '\ﬂ,{, D)

Thus said G-d: The rich shall not boast
about his wealth.



One should not conclude that he has earned his riches solely
as a result of his own efforts, for lasting wealth comes only
as a blessing from G-d, (Tanhuma Mattot 7) Nor may the rich
spend their days in luxury, consuming their wealth, They
must avoid that trap and continue to work. Thus, we find
that Hiram was not pleased with the rich people whom Solomon
sent to him because they were 5P ‘P{Dﬂ "{PL')N :
that they had succumbed to soft-living and were by then un-
able to work, (T.B, Shabbat 5La) The rabbis disapproved of
such idleness. They praised the rich land-owner of the tribe
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 generous as well,
(T.B, Menachot E5b)

The danpers of wealth are so great that the rabbis, in

their characteristic hyperbole, claim Q"’,ﬂ p@fe. ,IK'L

n
")fp'.. ?U‘N dfﬂ G\mp that man rebels apainst G-d only
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in the midst of satiety, (Sifrei Eikev 43 The Sodomites,

with their enormous wealth, soon found that they no longer

feared G-d for they had come to put their faith in their

ah? Idic 3l B> il i
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And they didn't have trust in the shadow
of their Creator rather in the magnitude
of their wealth, for wealth pushes its
ovmers from the fear of G-d.
(Pirlei R. Eliezer 25)

riches.
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The temptation to believe in their own powers had been too
great for the Sodomites to resist. They alsc succumbed to
another of the traps laid for the rich: they began to covet
the wealth of others.]O9 They closed off their society and
its treasures to all outsiders and began to plot arainst one
another 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 109) This sin of covet-
ing 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 among the most trustworthy of men, (Tanhuma Vaye-
shev 5)

Money can easily become the idol of rich Jews., 1In one
midrash, the rabbis note that during the time of the Second
Temple the Jews fulfilled the Torah and were careful about
their tithes. Then why was the Temple destroyed?

'Yt [inn? Me [l gpn
191 pe el

Because they loved money and hated their
fellovwvman.
(Tos. Menachot 13:22)

This sin is hyperbolically portrayed as being worse than
avodah zarah, bloodshed and forbidden unions! It was the

sin of the Sodomites once apain. Excessive materialism is

but one of its manifestations. Of the four people whom the
Sapes found too unbearable for words one was the Q'DI’ ')lu :

the wealthy flatterer, He was so unbearable because he had
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no need to lie to increase his holdings since he was rich
already. (T.B. Pesachim 113b) Endless striving after wealth
was just another trap, as was the incessant worry over one's
possessions.llo Interestingly, we find that the tzaddikim
were most frugal in their expenditures for personal comforts,
not because they wished to build up their capital, but rath-
er so as not to be tempted into eventual dishonesty to satis-
fy these insatiable needs. R. Eliezer knew the attractions
of ever-increasing materialism and did his best to withstand
it. (T.B. Sotah ]2a)]11

The second test which the rich must undergo focuses on

112 The

their relationship and attitude toward the poor.
rabbis are rather explicit in their instructions to the

rich as to the proper treatment of the poor. They po so far
as to say that the poor must be made to feel like rJVp :Ja v
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 zble to enter from whichever direction they approach with-
out having to trouble themselves and walk around the house,
This midrash, while not to be taken literally, does stress
the need to make it as easy as possible for the poor to find
aid. (Avot de R, Natan 7:1; T.B. Avot 1:5) Furthermore, the
rich must not be embarrassed by their poor relatives. Hath-
er, following the example set by G-d, they are to include
them in their festival and life-cycle celebrations. They

are not to violate the injunction of Proverbs 11:17 against

beinp cruel in this way.
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"He that is cruel troubles his flesh,"
R. Alexandri said: This refers to one
who has a joyous occasion and does not
associate with his relatives Lecause
of (their) poverty,

(Vayikra Rabbah 34:3)

One's poor relations must be acknowledeged and treated well.
The rabbis cite another verse, from Proverbs 19:7, as a
condemnine characterization of the usual situation in which

the poor are not so treated:

Dlije ¢ ple §H>

A1l the brothers of the poor hate him.
(Sh'mot Rabbah 31:12)

This is contrasted with G-d's exemplary behavior to the poor,

113

He recopnizes them as His own and treats all people equally.

He listens to each in turn:

p3PYIl PLP - 190 P 9
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All are ecual before Him - women, slaves
the poor and the rich,
(Sh*mot Rabbah 21:L)

The prayers of all people find their way to G-d.
The proper attitude toward the poor is based on feel-
inrs of empathy.llh The midrash tells the rich to put them-

selves into the place of the poor:
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Look at yourself as if you're poor,
(Tanhuma Mishpatim 15)

When the poor man says '@ E?j‘o'f', 'D 20 'Look at me,
look at me!' (Vayikra Rabbah 3L4:7), he is asking the rich
man to consider his situation carefully, to help him in
such a way that he will derive the pgreatest benefit (Shoher
Tov T'hillim 41) The midrash points this out strikinpgly by

describine the most inappropriate response to such a plea:
Wkl ) A gD Inef Pee
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For he responded to the same poor man in

the wroneg manner and said to him: Why don't
you ro and work and get food to eat? Look
at those hips, those legs, that fat body,

those 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 is enough of a burden and
it is not the result of any deficiency on the part of the
poor., In fact, the land-owners must take into account the
rpeneral level of poverty in the country when they are cal-
culating the size of their pe'ah. Even when the harvest
is bad, the pe'ah must remain high if there is widespread

116 The land-owners must

poverty. (T.J. pe'ah 1 Halacha 2)
help to offset poverty, not blame it on the poor,

Knowing how easily the poor can be embarrassed, the
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rabbis emphasized that the way in which one shared his wealth

with them was as important as the amount that he gave. We
find a certain Nakdimon who lost all of his wealth as well
as that of his daughter-in-law because he did not give the
right amount and because he pave it in an unacceptable way:

3w _paf IpN K31 9'9ed
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Wihen he would go out from his house to the
Bet Hamidrash, woolen clothes would be spread
hbeneath him and the poor would come and roll

them up behind him,
(T.B. Ketubot 66b)

After he had walked on the clothes, the poor could take them
and wear them! OSurely, this method of distribution to the
poor was a most embarrassing one. The rabbis preferred that
donations be made more privately and recalled that there was
a p'ﬁ’.l‘)'ﬂ ‘:')j\'a p'ker _}\?ﬁr , a Hall of Secret
Donations in Jerusalem.(Sifrei R'ei 117) They also spoke
about Mar Ukba who used to throw four zuzim into a2 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 furnace rather than show
his face! (T.B. Ketubot 67b) While this midrash is certainly
hyperbolic in nature, it does express the strong feeling of
the rabbis that one should po to some lengths to spare the
feelings of the poor.ll?

Furthermore, as the little children learned in their

study of the alphabet, one must run after the poor to help
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them. (T.B. Shabbat ]0&3)118

Apain an extreme case is given
to show the rabbis' great concern. Eliezer of Barthotha used
to run after the charity collectors whenever he saw them and
give them all of the money he had., Eventually, the collectors
bepgan to hide from him since they realized that he had pone
too far. Nevertheless, he was rewarded greatly by G-d for
his sincere concern for the welfare of the poor (T.B. Ta'anit
2La) One's obligation to the poor is never fully completed
for one must continue to support them as long as it is ne-
cessary. The owner 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 straighten it up a sixth time. This does not ap-

ply to the case of a pogor person.
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Where is it shown that if you have held
him up four or five times, you must return
and hold him up apain? Torah says: "And up-

hold him." (Lev. 25:35)
(Sifra Behar 25)119

One must 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
apain, challenging the poor about their tastes is improper

even if one is 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 6?b)120 Mar Ukba
used to send a poor man old wine. When his son noticed that
the poor man was getting "spoiled" as he sat while others
sprayed the wine into his mouth, Ukba did not take his ad-
vice and stop sending the wine. Rather, he sent him twice
as much since he was so delicate. (T.B. Ketubot 67b)121 The
messape here is that one should not question the needs of

the poor but should endeavor to fulfill them. This is also
expressed in more specific terms. The rich must begin by
learning about the condition of the poor. He must know his
state so well that he can determine if it is most appropri-
ate to give him bread or doupgh or grain., Must he pive the
poor the finished product or can they make it themselves from

the raw materials? Can he give them bread or must he feed it

to them directly:
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If it is fitting to give him bread,
let them give him bread.
If it is fitting to give him dough,
let them give him dough.
If it is fitting to give him grain,
let them give him prain.
If it is fitting to feed him,
let them feed him.

(Sifrei R'ei 118)

The rich must invest a significant amount of time and energy
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in their efforts to aid the poor. At the least, they must
try to give them appropriate aid. As Rabbi Jonah said:
die |2 270 pe & ol xk
Hpone k1 §3 fre foen ek
plerd Pl M3wP
"Happy is he who pives to the poor" is
not written here rather “Happy is he who
considers the poor" (Ps. L1:2) This re-

fers to one who considers how bert to ful-
fill the commandment. 109
(T.J. Pe'ah 83:9)"“

The form in which the money is given was also something
which had to be considered carefully. The rabbis were quite
concerned about those who had once been well off but who had
become poor and were too proud to accept charity in the usual
way. Therefore, they urged the rich to offer to lend money
to these poor people and when the time came for repayment to
tell them that it was a gift. HR. Simeon went so far as to
surpest that the poor leave something as a pledge that they
wonld repay the loan I'YT 'JTK? DUJM '3o y S0 that his
spirits would be raised. (T.B. Ketubot 67b)]23 Another way
of helpineg the poor to keep their pride was to tell them that
you had heard of an inheritance which was soon to become theirs,

Once they had received it they could repay the loan:
3ve olge o WL Jwd WY
1Bl oftn a2, mpyd wapu Ko e
MNh' ?f o) wet foen : 18 k)
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R. Jonah, when he saw a great man fallen
from his wealth and too embarrassed to take
(charity), would po to him and say: 'Since
I heard that you have come into an inheri-
tance from abroad, I offer this thing to
you. When vou come into the inheritance
you will give it back to me. But when he
rives it back, he says: I gave it to you

as a pift. 121
(Vayikra Rabbah 34:1)

One must go to rreat lengths to ease the embarrassment
and the burdens of the poor,.

The rich were also warned not to steal from the poor.]?s

The midrash captures their reaction most poignantly:
§ e 2 DBy 8 0 ple
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If he is poor, what is there to steal?
iather, it speaks about the shares of the
poor which one is obligated to give them
on the authority of the Torah: gleanings,
forpotten sheaves, the corners of the field,
and the poor man's tithe,.

(Bamidbar Rabbah 5:22)

The rich steal from the poor when they do not give them the
full amount to which they are entitled under the law. One
of the reasons given for the exile of Judah was that the
Jews did not rive the poor what was theirs and that they

themselves ate the poor man's tithe. (Echah Rabbati ]:29)]26
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In addition, one is considered to have stolen from the poor
if he stops supporting those who have come to rely on him,
claiming 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 Behar 2)

The tests which the rich must undergo are complex, deal-
inr as much with their attitudes as with their actions. They
are piven detailed instructions and are often warned about
the consenuences of failing to use their money wisely, Be-
fore we examine these consecuences in detail, let us turn to
the role played by those who are solvent but pretend to be
poor., These fakers play an interesting part in the midrash
which helps us to understand the rabbinic thinking in this
area, The rabbis related how R. Yochanan and Resh Lakhish
went to bathe in the public baths of Tiberias and met a man
asking for support. They told him that they would pive him
money when they came out, but by then he had died. As they
were tendine to the body, they discovered a purse full of

dinars. Upon hearing this tale, . Abbahu said:
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We must be grateful to the fakers among

them (the poor) for if it weren't for them

whenever a man saw one of them asking for

charity and did not pive to him, he would

immediately be punished with death. 127
(kuth Rabbah 5:9)" "
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While the punishment of death is somewhat extreme, the point
is that the rich would suffer severe punishment cguite often
if it were not for the fact that there was a little of the
faker in all poor people., This is brought out more clearly
in a midrash in which R. Chanina‘'s wife complains that he

should stop supporting a certain poor man when she hears peo-

ple askineg Him,
2D 'SG;) lie 'fao 'f6o , 3tlo 3}~lc WA

On what will you dine, silver or gold cloths?

To this R. Chanina responds:
P01 ek ,'m'JIc WS
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This is what R. Eliezer said: Come, let's
be rrateful to the rogues among them, for
without them we would sin everyday.

(T.B. Ketubot €7b)

No doubt the person R. Chanina has been supporting had been
poor at one time, but now he too qualifies as a rogue or a
partial faker. Without such fakers, the rich would suffer
the full amount of their punishment,

Yet, those who pretend to be poor are punished for doing

so. As the precedinp midrash concludes:

728 P3| Dp3z Sy
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He who accepts charity without (proper)
need of it, his end: he will not leave
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this world until he reaches such a state
(that he needs charity). 128
(T.B. Ketubot 68a)

Here is our first example of the punishment of the rich
and it typifies the way in which G-d acts apainst wealthy
sinners: those who fail to use their wealth according to
His will, who fail to act as proper custodians of His riches,
129

will soon lose their holdings. Why do the rich become

eyl v e ke
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Because they did not extend their hands
to the poor and did not do G-d's will,
(Vayikra Rabbah 34:13)

poor?

This idea is expressed most strikingly in the image of
the féS}., of the wheel which was seen as characterizing

the cycle of economic life., As the midrash describes it:
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To what can the world be likened? To a

well wheel in a parden. Clay containers are
attached to it. Those at the bottom come up
full and those at the top go down empty. Si-
milarly, not all who are rich today will be
rich tomorrow. Why? Because the world is a
well wheel, 130

(Sh'mot Rabbah 31:14)

The economic world is seen as rotating, causing those on top
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to be shifted to the bottom and vice versa. These chanpges
could take place over several generations, explaining the
rabbis' warning that poverty will surely come to you or

your son or your grandson, (Ruth Rabbah 5:9; T.B, Shabbat

131

151b) In the natural course of events, this wheel turns

according to G-d's will and it seems to affect everyone
eocually., However, should the rich use their wealth inappro-

priately, the wheel will be speeded up for them:
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I made you rich and him poor. If you
do not mive to him, I will turn the
wheel. and make you poor and him rich,
Why? Y“"For G-d is judpe - this one le
will brineg down and this one He will
raise up." (Ps. 75:8)
(Tanhuma Mishpatim 15)1°

Another imare which is used is that of ladders. When
a matron asks R. Simeon b, Halafta what G-d has been doing

since He finished creating the world, he answered:

ajf 3N 75[ =)gw Jslrlﬁfa Mg el

He sits and makes ladders, raising up one
person, lowering another, 133
(Bamidbar Rabbah 22:7)

The basic underlying mechanism of the economic system was

134 o

seen to be this continuing process of ups and downs.
verty would eventually come to all people, but the misuse

of one's wealth would cause it to come sooner and the proper
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use of it would delay its cominp. (Shabbat 151b)

When this ‘ES& turned apgainst the rich, they did not
merely lose their wealth. In addition, the twenty four
curses found in Psalms were set upon them (Vayikra Rabbah
34211) and their family life would soon begin to deteriorate,
This latter refers to the fact that the rich would soon need
the priest to settle their marital problems for their wives
would begin to stray., (T.B, Berachot 63a) As long as the
members of each economic¢ grouping continue to act according
to G-d's will, the St‘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 considerate manner, they

mipht remain as G-d's custodians for a longer period of time,
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What should a man do so that his sons
will be rich? And they ovserved: Let
him do the will of heaven and the wishes
of his wife. And these are the wishes of
heaven: Let him disperse his money to the
poor, as it is said: "He has dispersed, he
has given to the needy; his righteousness
endures forver." (Ps. 112:9)
(Kallah Rabbati 51)

If one follows the desires of his wife, he will have chil-
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dren; if he follows those of heaven they will be rich, In

fact, the same advice is given to those who wish to have sons.
(T.B. Baba Bathra 10b) Those who fulfill the mitzvot of tze-
dakah on a regular basis will merit wealth themselves (Derech
Eretz Zuta L) and will pass that wealth on to their children.

(T.B., Baba Bathra 9b 10a) As the rabbis said:
PJ W | '32 PN ple i 19

'3 M NpD Py DA Iphe 3f
PPYLH 1on
L.ove the poor so your children 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 are
used here as levers to get people to give charity.
We have seen above that whoever lends to the poor is re-
paid 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 31:3) 135 ¥ rthermore,
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A man who eives a peruta to a poor person

deserves and receives the presence of the

Shechinah, as it is said: "In righteousness

I will sce Your face." (Ps. 17:15)

(T.B. Baba Bathra 10)

Six blessinrs will be bestowed upon such a person and if he
pays special attention to the needs and feelings of the poor
he will receive eleven blessings, (T.B. Baba Bathra 9b)136
Yet, despite the great rewards which come to those who ful-
fill the mitzvot of tzedakah and the.hlzj 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 rzft can be slowed down temporarily,
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Let us turn now to the tests which the poor must undergo
in their lives. The most difficult of these is the acceptance
of their lowly economic status with equanimity. Although their
lives may be cuite difficult, they must not complain to G-d.
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R. Yehuda said in the name of R, Simon:
This poor man sits and complains - How am
I different from so-and-so”? He sleeps in
his bed and I sleep here; he sleeps in his
house and I sleep here!

(Vayikra Rabbah 34:16)

As more and more suffering comes into their lives, they must
resist the temptation to become angry at G-d and to rebel
apainst him. (Sh'mot Rabbah 31:2 Indeed, one should bless

G-d durineg his time of sorrow for then his ;JOJ'W y his liveli-

hood, will be doubled. (T.B. Berachot 63a) The poor can speed

up the fk‘k if they remain at peace with G-d during the time
that they are in its downswing. It is interesting that one of

the situations to which this is compared is that of a husband
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A man who takes a wife and does well 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
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poor I will not repudiate him," But if she
is a prostitute, if he gives things to her
she acknowledges him, but if he doesn't
she doesn't recognize him., Thus it is
said: "Surely as a wife treacherously de-
parts from her friend." (Jer., 3:19)

(Sh'mot labbah 32:5)

The poor Jew is urged to act like an QC"& and not like a
Qtuj, to remember the good times of the past and to be

faithful to his G-d even in the present di ficult situation.

In his poverty, he is also tested in the economic sphere.
Can he keep another's pledre without coveting it? (Tanhuma
Vayeshev 5) Will he return lost property to its rightful
owner and resist the temptation to keep it for himself? (T,B.
Pesachim 113a) Will he be able to overcome his constant con-
cern about his sustenance and live a life of mitzvot? (T.B.
Yoma 75b) The poor must strive not to succumb to the eco-
nomic pressures which are upon him. He must rise above
them and live as a righteous Jew., Furthermore, he is chal-
lenred to maintain his independence as much as possible.lB?
Thus, . Akiba encourages the poor to make Shabbat into a
rerular day rather than accept help from others. (T,B., Shab-
bat 118a) He who is entitled to receive charity but re-
fuses to accept it will see the IE‘E' swing in his lifetime.
He will not die until he is in a position to be able to sup-
port others. (Mishnah Pe'ah 8:9)

In this chapter we have seen that both the rich and the
poor are tested within the context of their economic status.

Each srouping underroes spiritual as well as economic trials
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and the outcome of these experiences affects the rate at
which the SE‘} operates in the world. Within the eco-
nomic sphere the pgoal is clearly to achieve wealth and once
having potten it to keep it as long as possible. It must
have been somewhat comforting for the poor to believe in
the existence of the ‘E‘} since it insured that sometime
in the not too distant future their familie> would be on
tope.

However, it is significant that the main focus of the
testing is on the rich. They have the ability and the free-
dom to act independently and it is their attitudes and deeds
which concern the rabbis. Since there appear to have been no
enforceable legal formulae designed 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 shift in the S}J}- sometime in the future
would at least help to prevent the more blatant excesses and
abuses of the well-to-do. In all of these midrashim, they
show great awareness and understanding of human nature
and of the temptations of daily life. One gets the feeling
that their approach here is based on a desire to create the
right attitudes within the rich. In the absence of strictly

defined mitzvot, this was the best that could be achieved.
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CONCLUSTION

The rabbis were troubled by the economics of their soci-
ety. They were keenly aware of the differences between the
lifestyle of the rich and that of the poor. However, as we
have seen, they defined the problem primarily in theological
terms, considering it one of theodicy. They strupegled to
understand G-d's role in the distribution o income and wealth
and to justify the existing situation within the context of
His overall plan., Thus, the biblical idea that one's economic
status, important as it mipght be, was not the primary deter-
minant of the ouality of his life, was carried over into
rabbinic thought as well. The study of Torah and the perfor-
mance of mitzvot were certainly more significant aspects of
one's life,

Yet, beneath this general feeling lay strong opinions
about the nature of wealth and poverty. Wealth was a bless-
ing from G-d; the rich were His most active and powerful part-
ners in the world. The rabbis preferred wealth to poverty,
despite all of the danpers and temptations which confronted
the rich, Wealth could be used to much good; it could be-
come the instrument of G-d's will, The rabbis wanted to be
in this economic prouping and to face up to the challenges
which came with it. On the other hand, poverty was seen for
the terrible condition that it is. It was one of the greatest
evils in the world, a most harsh and oppressive form of exis-

tence which was to be avoided if at all possible,
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Althouph it was G-d who had established the existing or-
der and allocation of resources, that did not mean that there
was no role for man to play. He was to adjust the present
distribution within the confines of the institutions and
structures of his society. The rabbis did not follow the
lead of the Book of Porverbs; they did not blame poverty on
the inadenuacies of the poor. Rather, they were guite sensi-
tive to and aware of the difficult life they were forced to
lead and went to preat lengths to urpe the rich to treat them
well and to share their wealth, The two avenues which existed
for the redistribution of wealth were taxes and tzedakah,
Since this latter was not specified in detail in the law, the
rabbis made great efforts to teach the rich the true spirit of
charity and concern for one's fellowman, ithout enfcrceable
statutes, they could do little more than urge. To this end
they used both the incentives of great reward for proper be-
havior as well as the threat of punishment in the world-to-
come or in future penerations for improper or insufficient
actions., This may help to explain the great emphasis which
is found among the midrashim on the proper behavior of the
rich and on the tests which they must undergo,

The rabbis' understanding of human nature was very help-
ful to them in this effort. They perceived the natural feel-
inrs of the poor apainst the rich and realized that the temp-
tation to steal from them would be very great. The harshness
of their lives would make it easy to justify taking from

those who were so much better off. They also understood how
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easily the rich could become haughty and over-bearing, attri-
buting their success to themselves alone. The wealthy would
naturally want to irnore the plight of the poor and could
easily come to scorn them as well. Such insights into human
behavior and psychology helped the rabbis make their messapes
more poirFnant and effective.

Althourh they looked to the day when all poverty would
disappear, they recognized that that was a messianic hope.

To justify the existing system and to help the poor cope with
their difficult situation, the rabbis developed an instrumental
theory of poverty. Poverty could lead to rewards for the poor
as well as the rich, In fact, its existence in the world en-
abled 211 parts of society to increase their zechut and to

lead more riphteous lives. Yet, with all of this, the rabbis
never lost sight of the fact that the life of poverty was one
filled with embarrassment, dependency and pain.

The basic underlying mechanism which characterized the
rabbinic conception of economics was the {E‘é . If poverty
was such a great evil, at least one knew that in the long run
it would leave his family and that everyone would share in it
more or less eocually. The && also served as a useful homi-
letical device, One could influence the speed at which it
turned in the life of his family through the performance of
mitzvot and through proper behavior within his economic group-
ing. Thus, the rabbis were able to transcend the level of
the material and to put the economic system within the con-

text of G-d's higher plan and the more important values and
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oualities. Although the midrashim presented above are ouite
interesting and insipghtful, they do not provide us with the
basis for a theory of income redistribution. The rabbis
were concerned with attitudes; they urged the haves to treat
the have-nots with consideration and understanding and to
think of them as full and worthwhile people. While we have
not learned that lesson to this day, our complex society re-
ouires more than pood intentions and the proper attitude if
the problems of poverty are to be lessened. Modern institu-
tions cannot be influenced by the rabbinic FE‘E theory.
There is little hope of alleviating economic hardship with-
out the creation of institutional controls and puidelines,
It is thus essential that further studies be made to deter-
mine the extent to which the ideas expressed by the rabbis
were in fact incorporated into halachic corollaries. The
nuestion before us is not one of identifying the problem
areas, of perceiving improper behavior., Rather, we need to
learn how to establish laws and systems within which such
areas will not develop in the first place and will be resolved
cuickly when they do appear.

One source of data for such additional research might be
the extensive responsa literature. This must be examined
closely to see if Jewish communities ever enforced the ideas
sugrested by the rabbis, Were the rich ever compelled to
yield part of their wealth or to make minimal contributions

to the support of the poor? Did the community ever interfere
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in the workings of the marketplace in order to aid the poor
or to create a2 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 an institutional level. It is hoped that this initial

study will inspire others so that the day will come a little

sooner when:
N R DL

There shall te no needy among you.
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2hppeirfer, pp. 653-656.

2%paul Heinisch, The Theology of the 0ld Testament, (The
Liturrical Press, Collegeville, Minn., 1950] pp._335;T86.
Hereafter referred to as Heinisch.

Qéggg. p. €19,
“Tpreiffer, p. 727.
281DB, pp. 818-819.
29121g.. p. 8L,
3OHeinisch, Ps IT7s
311pB, p. 843,
32Heinisch, p. 187.

33IDB, p. 853. Yet, compare this to the sentiments ex-
pressed in I Sam. 2:7 and Job 1:21.

31pid,, p. 843.
BSVﬂux' P Th.

36Gerhard von Rad, 01d Testament Theology, (Harper &
Bros., New York, 1962) Vol I, pp. LOO-LOI.
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3?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.

NOTES ON CHAPTER II

39 : A :
“?“The citation from T.B._ Shabbat 25b is:
‘A 'INRY R DI ph 1IFee 6 27y 5k -|2P) 1)

dwi N3 kNl P2 1§ ve £ e jan( 3 e
ek 1 08 O Whe 1R'F 20 PR 32Ire PRy
.kaS Plo fee>d 9 fee bl tolr i puds Sk

hoThe citation from Bamidbar Rabbah 22:8 is:
Sy o o> R )& Apina paed 23r 'k
.Tf =117 ?'-)e/c

h]The citation from T.B. Baba Metzi's is:

DL Dplie ISInA Ypf 7 Wk? 1)
DpE¥ppa DO

“2Phe citation from T.B. Eruvin €6a is:
PLY FPON AN '3 poer IPIA '
gon Pl b Plir per :'n 12 I 239D

6Nt SR - Pl P4 Phiy pe' pNte IDhZ)r N pNA
: } / "P P .l'-)b.f“,}: /y)ﬂfa

J‘.Jf"car' a different usage of 79’?’ in connection with
prayer, meaning abundantly or with great fervor, see
Bereshit Rabbah 63:5,

khrne citation from T.B. Shabbat 92a is:
NIRe ,PID dr rie e a))'.‘)!ﬁ) "l(. 294 INk3
. Alp "6rar Yyl
’Claude Montefiore, Rabbinic Literature and Gospel
Teaching, (KTAV, New York, 1G70) p. 270.
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héThe ci atlon from T.B. Tatanit 2la is:

(«PIC lepin H> lc\h? K} "MeR 1922 D "an ™) k.af '
[ D4 l 306* |'60J9 P"ﬁJl Iqwap '5)! Ph "¢

) j;k

vd P I 19 lg'yd IR _pljs ?p Ic I‘
’)‘J;?kn J;Jan Wk? ]’Jnl' 'D") N'YNe LD :chfd' ‘y\
K pire "n 'r> N& la w! 3l 'l | 19"§x 3¢')

|03 l‘)J ‘398 'mk AL "pA Dol [PD
(§ kb e nl' 0, kY ﬂllcﬂ_}[ W 192
L 7N N INE v, ,Jl')" WEk. N
”-1'"; Na dkai ) Kk 'mfaf'« ;:krk{){)
' § Wl "
:ip,a ? %m ')a? -,J;,""ml,";’ D n?ﬁ, ﬂg';k. tﬂ K§
N D o')tl W Pk K18 Pkl 5 P 19 Lyk::

L7The interpretation given to Torah here is that of
rirhteous deeds since the tribes are chastised for buildine
fences for their flocks before they had built cities for
their childre.

8 citation from helet Rabbati 5:14 i
LW p Biop |9 19 ol s PILes it > Ec _}»
1y

) |.;' plix .l')lJ o es] inl) e 1> B 1> P
e oﬂf& :'C Pli> ’))) P> N ' n kf Wif> hlclﬁa
o Il k:m Pl Pl phy Inle (Gan 18 Wk

hgThe citation from T.B. Mo'ed Katan 28a is:
34 N3 kb D kIpHd 3w 3 kf Kn A
W A% 1pDle Jep™ 'E Yok 16 Whe Jerple € lpk
(e ok etk 2cprre o erow kp Ikl 18
6 3l IOD'? e > dple 36 fr ?yn pn'w Ip
o)
Ofhe reader will bepin to realize at this point that
there is a tension which underlies much of this area of
rabbinic thourht, The earlier anti-wealth attitudes are

here balanced by more positive feelings, If wealth is a
reward for the study of Torah, it must be a good guality.
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5]The citation from Yalkut Sh'moni Kohelet 973 is:

ouls ok G e poed piG e AIC pew P PIG

52The citation from T.B. Kiddushin 82b is:
") hﬂﬂlu. RS pafke 3nb plirk: e N '™
[‘K& ik Poop) Wide P'flb,‘) &> af/‘)}
It plilie> Ju pp'ex [ Nuld yn 1)jx
Moz P’é 9‘3&4 i For € e 1B 7ehe W

53Dreams can serve as portents of wealth, If one sees
a very rich man such as R, Elazar b, Azariah in his dreams
7r 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
SLThe_v were not U"h ?U’)D “'”(’?)\D Y25 .

Sﬁklthouph 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 Amora answers the
cuestion 'how far had Israel sunk' in spiritual terms and
the other in material terms. Perhaps the former sinking
preceded and led to the latter one. This interpretation
is borne out by the context of the midrash itself,

56 n a parallel passage (Tar}huma Behar 3) JT ﬁb

DI3AD is replaced by PRI PeINN P4 190
and the level of poverty is such that they could not afford
the offering.

57Yet, in Sifrei Re'ai 116, when confronted with the
possibility of piving support to an [I'Ple or to a2 Pkp ,
it is the Qkp which takes precedence. The meaning Heére
secems to be orle who is literally starving,

581t is also possible that the ‘¥ has precedence
because he mar not aualify for the charity which would sus-
tain the ,Ppc until his wages are paid.
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°9In Sh'mot Rabbah 31:11 a parallel passare is found,
but here poverty balances all other suffering. The intent
is the same.

601, Job 19:21 4' refers to fifty plapues. Since ten
plarues were brought down on Egypt from G-d's finger, His
and would brings fifty plapues.

61 ',iaﬁﬂ }k ‘"W rk3 _ lit., when You diminish

(smite), You smash into splinters, i.e., You afflict one
with poverty.

GzIt is interesting to note here that the prooftext given
for J¥ is Ex, 4319 P‘ﬁ)lh‘) 3 [N '2 where the midrash tells
us elsewhere that IpN does not literally mean died but rather
lost their influence., (T.B. iNedarim 6Lb¥

03The full citation from T.B. Berachot 18a is:

M YK pAD D H: 931D Sk 3ap) Wk
7128 YA, D> Pl 11%/E B e e, ped wix
13 P01, "'Jé pin S din Whe PINSD Iy o) Tk

".’rPk pin

6Ahn interesting speculation explains this as follows:
The two festivals linked in this midrash are the beginning
and end of the rrape harvest, times when the maidens of
Jerusalem would dance joyously in the vineyards.

iy E

“?This phrase appears several times (Bamidbar Rabbah
Naso 1,223,243 T.B. Shabbat 102bs T.B. Tammid 31b) and it
usuilly refers to relipious expenses: one should not eco-
nomize in his sacrificial offerinpgs. Nevertheless, since
it is also used to refer to the Temple, where no sign of
poverty is to appear, the understandineg given in the text
seems to be a leritimate interpretation,

50rhe full citation of T.B. Gittin 30a iss

|$¥ CMON ANI |99 pPp JED plel (NoN WD
[y WM pic Yrn ders . fioe "yr Ipsn
INNE Kefe e 911998 R 9D D8I
glpw Ja PO I il kpypa 3R ¥3
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k. n 26 b A P N Ty
ALl p D Uffic WEZ 1D :kdD” D)
Wep led e e

67However, see T.B. Arachin 17a and T.B. Niddah 70a for
a contrary view.

US.ﬂnother way of interpreting this would be to under-
stand P®)¥ as poor in Torah, though this is perhaps far-
fetched since ')¥ is understood in economic terms unless
there is reason to think otherwise.

69This midrash is but another example of the rabbis®
efforts not to embarrass the poor. The poor do not wait
for their dole at the owner's discretion.

704 second Amora relates their sinking in material terms.

The Israelites became so poor that they could not bring a
sinrle poor man's offering,

'7TIn Tanhuma_Behar 3, 49 is defined similarly: ['Dg
P2G P'GAN P'ﬁ , they were impoverished with respect
to rood deeds,

2

7“The proper attitude of the rich to the poor will be
discussed in greater detail below in Chapter 6. Here we
seck merely to set out certain broad principles,

7'the full citation of T.B., Baba Metzi'a 30 is:
M (3 ook M wk Wh » k3
Pak H feb p3lp plo. 1ok PR

Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: There shall be
no needy among you (Deu. 15:L), "Yours" takes
precedence over that of every other person.

7LIn this context it is interesting to note that else-
where the midrash telks us that,

3pk) PR D ﬁnp,me[ B plyy pap
1815 pilrD 55

Ten measures of poverty came into the world.
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Babylonia took nine and the rest of the world
one,
(T.B. Kiddushin L9b)

751t is difficult to draw any strong conclusions from
this midrash since it is preceded by the statement that the
charity collectors used to hide from this Elazar since he
would pive them everything he had, a practice which the
rabbis did not encourage.

76The citation on which this conclusion is based is:
fune) 3 0l Ppen ar
P phe Dly3ene : Ik on
.’;)'Jr,a MNe DIJP0NNY :INk 3nl

And they built storehouses for Pharoah. (Ex. 1:11)
Hav and Shmuel disagreed:
One said: they endangered the lives of their
ovners.
One said: they impoverished their owmers.
(T.B., Sotah 11a)

The context of the verse from Exodus shows the Israelites
being oppressed by Leyptian taskmasters, This eventually

led to the lives of the Egyptians being endangered and their
property plundered.

77At the time of Rabbah and R. Joseph this option was
removed,

78The cases include refusing to give evidence, breaking
one's word and uncleanness, althourh the last is not a "crime",
The full citation is:

"G By prae -l b PP [PH e
N3N MJI'M 1eRpI QPN MG fr1 PNIY
PR AN 0 DY) pif9R KAN 8 [4RY

DI TR KAA e

79Lev. 14210, 21,

8OIt should be remembered, however, that one is not
oblirFed to impoverish himself in order to save someone else
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from a loss., (T,B, Baba Metzi'a 30) In addition, it is
important to note that the person involved here is a rav
who is also rich. Perhaps there are higher demands placed
upon such people.

NOTES TO CHAPTER IV

81Malachi 2:8 5 ';l ?07"0 'S
Ps, 2l:] atlfm e 55

8259& also Shoher Tov T'hillim 62 for a similar reference.

83See also Vayikra Rabbah 34:4,

yex 5E e Wi Y sk e W

8"’Thus, the two midrashim which deal with G-d's giving
R. Shimon B. Halafta a jewel so he could celebrate a festival
may be the rabbis' way of saying that he never should have
asked for it in the first place. Hather, he should have made
do with what little he had,
(Sh*'mot Rabbah 52:3; Midrash T'hillim 92:8)

85The rich are to use it for I\N’C (Tanhuman Mishpatim
12) and for @&eop (Tanhuma Mishpatim 9),

8O‘L'Je do not address ourselves to a person's ethical be-
havior or his observance of Torah here since Chapter o will
deal with this area in great detail, The issue at hand is
rather whether hard work will yield additional financial gains,

87'I'his can also be seen in the influence which human
activity has on the economic status of the prophet Eli jah,
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)

88phe citation from Mishnah Shekalim 2:5 is
P& PY)Y YN

N jyld T PN

89The sanctity of the original distribution of wealth,
which was in theory an equal one, may be seen in the laws
of the Seventh and Jubilce Years. One who violates the laws
of the Seventh Year eventually loses all of his economic and
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and personal status, (T.B. Kiddushin 20a)

Ppnother version of this citation, attributed to Shmuel,
is found in T.B. Mo'ed Katan 18b,

g]Irl T.B. Shabbat 156a there is a discussion of the role
of the stars in determininpg a person's future. Yet, it is
concluded that the constellations have no control over Jews.

QQSee also T.B, Baba Bathra 10a,

] .
‘BThis was not such a strange conclusion to reach in a
society where land was the main source of income and wealth.

Msee also Tanhuma Mishpatim 9.

?5This offering, made before the public, brought the
priest wealth, as did any act which served the needs of the
public, For further details see T.B. Yoma 26a,.

96Yet, recall the previously noted midrash which stated
that the shechinah rested only on the rich., (T.B., SHabbat G2a)

Q?See also Sh'mot Rabbah 31:12,

QSPSS. 3:83 7:7; 9:20; 10:12; 17:13,

3 & 't e I
L0 e 3 fin R

(Sifrei Rvei 117)

a0

109 similar case is found in T.B. Berachot 18a to which
reference has already been made. He who escorts the dead
(poor) to the cemetery honors G-d and is repaid by Him.

NOTES TO CHAPTER V

10]In all fairness to the wife, her curses will lead him
to poverty only if he can afford to buy her the jewelry she
wants and still refuses to do so!

]O2See also Mishnah Avot 3:11.
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]03The citation reads:

Myap “wk poer 2kt faph> Dl idl
|'['Jap,P')ao 'be fr WR) j)?}) ol e’
2Pl e [eHpA bt ,nerp Tde pisIsal
D _pisisn ”[Fop_ #1230 pId =}JD') b
hldve Ppolen 01 PO Rl PIep]
o pih 33l -plop o el P
|1~ ek Troly Pl oha 33

]OhThe citation reads:

5559 PHD P P i/
ipotl piils PR Tﬁ?" e '32
1003 ped 4 5:wWhe [ P NI Ne

'OSDeSpite the relipious value which poverty was to have
for the Jews, it is undoubtedly also true that the conditions
of mreat poverty both in Palestine as well as in Babylonia
rFave the rabbis a reason to find something good in it. (Esther
Rabbah 1:17; T.B. Kiddushin L4L9b)

’Oon. Akiba's words are elsewhere attribute by Shmuel to
the followins populay saving: i 8 i i .

Jbhn Kolof kprlo K5I 3 @8 Wby Sk
(T.B. Chagigah 9b)
The meaninr is the same as the version by R. Akiba given in
the text.

NOTES TO CHAPTER VI

10751 sewhere (Ruth Rabbah 5:9), the midrash claims that the
poor do more for the rich than they do in return. In the ex-
ample used about Ruth and Boaz, we see Huth workinpg very hard
for a single slice of bread which is of no significance to
Boaz. Yet, through this small effort Boaz will receive much
merit, This is a hyperbolic, dramatic justification of po-
verty. See also Kohelet Rabbah 3.

&
“OEThis is consistent with the view expressed earlier that
poverty is a blessinpg because it turns one to G-d.
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]Othis may be seen, in part, in their hostile attitude
toward charity and toward those who shared with the poor.
(Pirkei R. Eliezer 25)

11OSee. T.B. Yoma 35b,

1]1The itation

Wik Ylc PEnle k)b ' -l pap ik N
B1, 1ok b )y DD Pl F33d Jow
g5t P9 |Gelo fie 2s TINE P

r |
lj“nlthouph we will not discuss the responsibility of the
rich to the non-Jewish poor, the rabbis felt that for the sake
of peace consideration should be shown to them as well. They
were to have ecual access to the poor tithes and were to be
Zup orted and cared for in case of illness, (T.B. Gittin 59b-
Da

113506 Sh'mot Rabbah 31:5.

1-“"I'his is shown in a nepgative way by the midrashic de-
finition of a PI?¥ ¥, a subtly wicked person, as one who
rives a poor man the single dinar that will make his holdinrs
total two hundred zuzim. He will then be ineligible to receive
poor tithes. (T.B. Sotah 21b)

"5%or a parallel passage see Vayikra Rabbah 34:4.

116In addition, the part of the fiecld left for pe'ah must
never be the worst., (T.J. Pe'ah 4:3)

1WThis may explain why some of the Sages felt that one
should give a poor man clothing without questioning him at
all and others felt that one should pive him food without
askine him for proof of need. (T.B. Baba Bathra 9a)

]13The f‘uall citation is: s
D5 ko I ¥l 'm.P'Ia ﬁnc-)\@ ﬁl't
nl Paon i @ 193 2l me)_fNes
P3Ok

]’qSee also Sifrei R'ei 116,
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1i 0°ee also Sifrei R'ei 117.

121 56¢ T.B. Ketubot 67b for additional examples,

322y parallel passape in Vayikra Rabbah 3L:1 has
NY Jsbjf fL'%) f ijv 5

1?1599 also T.B, Baba Metzi'ah 31b,

“I:)_

Lsee also Shoher Tov T'hillim 41 and T.J. Pe'ah 8:0.

1")5In<'Jt=:c:d, this is considered such a serious sin that the

T W e P pryr B3 4 b3

(Kallah Rabbati 12)

9

]“6See also Tanhuma Vayishlach 10 where stealing from the
poor is defined as not allowing the poor to take the glean-
inrs or {avoring some of them over others.

)
1 7The citation iss

m»p IDONpnj ' G'ﬂf ¢ [Jhlf > kN3
’57 W |24 31 jls)p el k03 "a/rlt?
g 'a_s Ml Jpo) - aI r'mk lg
Jkﬁﬁla}'w/c PSS l"‘""’ll)

, NOA lmrj) i ? :J' ‘WP '3/?35) DI
P a3 ok rnae/c I’

See also Vayikra Rabbah 34:10 for a parallel passage.
128506 also Mishnan Pe'ah 8:G

1:‘(}See, for example, Tanhuma Mishpatim 12 and T.B. Bera-
chot 63a.

1305ee also Ruth Rabbah 5:9, Sh'mot Rabbah 31:2 and
Vayikra Rabbah 34:9,
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]31Elsewhcre in Tanhuma Behar 2, the word ’jejﬁl, charms,

is substituted for S>§T .

13256 also Tanhuma Vayishlach 10 and T,B. Temurah 16a.

T'H'I‘he key verses for most of the preceding midrashim are:

Prov. 20:13  [€Z9) PP Ll ¢

Prov, 22:2 D PO Nely ezeo| €21 Yy

Deu. 15:10 25D ")PQ‘D &}D b
and Ps. 75:¢6 POV r&%' > Gole P’{L

HLAn halachic expression of this rabbinic understanding
is found in the way in which the priests considered the poor.
The valuation of a poor person could be made quite low but it
was always done on a temporary basis since poverty was seen
as being a short term set-back for the individual., (T.B. Ara-
chin 17a)

115T}}E’01t331)c)a i‘sj._ﬂa J, %’? P ee 'N ?
Jin N3 B P"p lfro il Poow, DR kN

136 Elsewhere in Vayikra Rabbah 34:11 the midrash states that
twenty-four blessines will come to him,

‘I'J
?However, if he is in desperate need, there is no doubt
that he should make his conditions known to the community.
(T.B. Shabbat 10La)
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