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DIGEST ‘ ’

The concept of Tsedakah as set forth in rabbinic literature
is one of the greatest moral insights in the history of the
Jewish people. Since the dawn of humanity thére has always been
poverty and its concomitant suffering. The Hebrew Scriptures,
espec;ally the Prophets,; recognized that we have a responsibility
to ameliorate the plight of the poor.

The Rabbis refined this moral insight into an extensive
system of Tsedakah. Their'fundamental premise is that every P
human being is made in the image of God and thus the dignity of
every individual must be respectéd. Each one of us has the
obligation to enhaﬂce the lives‘oi others so that they may live Y
in dignity. ©Poverty hF; the potential of undermining an
individual's sease of dignity and self-worth. The.system of
Tsedakah as developed by the Rabbis is an instrumentality that
sensitizes us to the needs of the poor and our obligations on

- their bgh;lf.

Moral insights and comments about Tsedakah are found

—— g——
r -

throughout the vast body.of rabbinic literature. This project

attempts to present a survey of the rabbinic sources conceWhing |

with an analysis of the system of Tsedakah as cfeptéd and

understood by _the Rabbis. The system of analysis was to divide

-, -

i
F Tsedakah. The objective of this thesis is to present the reader
i
|

Tsedakah into different :;fegvries and to comment upon the

rabbinic text?;ﬁtilized. It is hoped the reader will comprehend
and appreciate;ﬁhe moral insights that are inherent in the

rabbinic concept of Tsedakah.
° art e ¥ 5 ¥ = :




J INTRODUCTION

During the course of Jewish history the word Tsedakah
evolved in meaning. Initially during the biblical period the
wvord was used in the sense of "righteousness"™. A Tsadik, such as
Noahk(Gen. 6:9), was & righteous or just individual; However,
during the rgbbin}c_period. approximately 200 C.E. until 600
C.E., the same word had a new meaning. Although not universal in
application, the primary usdge of Tsedakah during the above time
period was in the sense of "righteous giving". Tsedakah was
deemed to be a mitsvah, a commanJment. to assist others.  Thus,
the English word “charity" is-a; inadequate translation of the
rabbinic concept of fse?éiah. fCharity implies that it is within
the discretioﬁng the donor as to whether to give, to whom and
how much. From the rabbinic standpoint Tsedakah was a mandatory
obligation upon.every Jew and an elaborate system of
restriptions, expectations and obligations were imposed upon both
theldonor and the donee. -

Thelobjectivé of this thesis is to present the reader with
an analysis of the above system of Tsedakah as @reated and
understood by the Rabbis. The primary toél for such analysis

will be the rabbinic texts themselves. Ix 38 tﬁrodﬁh'these

passages thgg,zg 1111 have an opportunity to enter the rabbinic

-y

mind in order to couprehdhd their ralue systel, their

perceptions, ;heir proapectives and thair prejudicea.

The dinculsion of Taedakah uill be limited to almsgiving and

the giring of llterial goods, such as food and clothing. The
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reader should be alerted that this thesis-¢oes not intend to
explore the vast areQ of Gemilut Hasadim, acts of loving-
kindnéss, that is found in rabbfnic literature. There ﬁre some
similarities between these two rabbinic expressions; however, it
was necessary to limit the scope of this work to 'Tsedakah.
Tsedakah for our purposes will be defined as the religious
obligation of a dono; to provide soﬁe‘portion of his material
wealth to a donee.

The methodology that was utilized for the above analysis was
to identify and locate as many passages as ﬁosaible in rabbinic

literature that mentioned Tsedakah in the above context. Various

indices were reviewed such as Ginzberg's ngends}of the Jews,

Soncino Talmud, Soncino Midrash, Goldschmidt's subject

concordance to the Babylonian Talmud, the(ﬁbsovs&y concordances,

and Otsar Ha-Agadah by Gross. ‘iﬁpse‘passages in which Tsedakah

was not utilized according to the above definition were rejected
from consideration. .

The above process ptoduced several hundred different texts
which dealt with thelco;cept of Tsedakah. Next these different
passages were organized into diffefént cétegoriea in order to
provide a system of analysis. The passagesgwere then translated
into English with thelobjective of capturing some of the rabbln;c
parlanﬁe.

Present English translations, if available for the

particular text, were consulted for th&mpa¥inng~o£ comparison.
: : : Briae 5 A SR
However, frequently such contggpbrary translations substantially"

£t wp .
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supplemented the original texts. The objective of the

translations {tilized in this thesis is to capture the essence of

1 the language of the pria;ry rabbinic sources to the greatest

[ extent possible. ‘ e i
\In regard to the biblical passages cited by the Rabbis, the

y primary translatioﬁs.cane from the original and qurrént

translations. published by The Jewish Publication Society of

-~ —

America. On some occasions, neither version was acceptable for

the purposes of the particuiar text in question., In that case,

an alternative version had to be utilized in order to capture the

=

rabbinic understanding of the passage.

After the above selection and translation process, the texts

._,._,_._.__~
i

”~
were allocated to vafious chapters and assigned a certain

L]

sequence withihx@hejchaptef. The final step was to analyze the

texts in an effort to understand the rabbinic concept of

Tsedakah. On occasion, the analysis includes comments of

—— T ——
: " -

specu{gtion. since we can never be certain of the entire

intellectual and emotional frame of reference of the authors of

the texts.
.. .\ . 1




CHAPTER I
THEOLOGY OF TSEDAKAH

-

"What did Adam say on the first day? The earth is the

Lord'! and all that it holdé. the world and its inhabitants (Ps.

24:1)."1 To the rabbinic mind it was logical that Adam would
quote the above vefqe. Adam's first perception of his
environment required that he acknowledge God as the Creator of
the universe and the Owner o} all of its contents. Thus, from
its inception, huhanity waslon Fotice that although it may
temporarily retain possessions, ultimate ownership of all things
belonged to God. % :

As Owner of the L(nd of Israel, God permitted certain
members of Israelite society to temporarily possess the land.

However, two distinctive castes were precluded from even such

limited "ownership”, namely the priestly class and the poor.

" What is.the common link between the priests and the poor? "It is

their common claiq on God for protective support. Because
neither'group possesses a portion of the Land of Israel, neither
can produce the food it &g;d;. The priests, for their part, are
forbidden by Scriptﬁral'law to own land (see Deut, 1?:1-5).
Instead, they act.aa God's servants in the Ténplq and are
accorded fodﬂ"ﬁu that account. Sililarly, the poor have lost
vhatever portion of the Land the; may have putaessed, and so are

entitled to receive some of its yield. God supports both the

pgiasta and the poor because they neither‘own land nor attain the

et S et e o

o
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economic prosperity promised to all Israelites who live in the
Land (see Deut. 8:7-10)."2 -
The above quotation is from an introduction to Tractate

\

Peah, which is a detgiled rabbinic implementation of Tsedakah in
respect to agriculture. In Peah the claims upon God for
protection of the p;iest&y class and the poor are satisfied
through the actions of the Israelite tenant farmer. The farmer

is working on God's Land and consequently a portion of its yield

belongs to God. The Israelite farmer hés a dual obligation in *

respect to the produce: a portion must be tithed to the priests
and another portion set as;de f?t’the benefit of the poor.

"So underlying thg‘designation of.both priestly rations and
poor-offerings is a si;hle théory: God owns the entire Land of
Igrael and, because of this ownership, a portion of each crop
must pe paid to Him as a sort of sacred tax (see Lev. 27:30-33).
According to Mishnah's framers, God claims that which is owed Him
and then gives it to those under His special care, the poor and

the priests."3

Thus, one approach to understanding Tgeﬂakgh from a

theological point of view is to deem Tsedakah "as a sort pf-

sacred tax." This "sacred. tax" is, in effect, an acknowledgement
T ey

of His benevolence. Furthermore, one has a_rgppqﬁsibility in

respect to the gifts that one has received ffoi God. Tﬁia

concept is set forth in the following passage: Honor the Lord

-4

with your subatagce,(Prov.’3:9). In explaining one's obligations

_purs.iﬂga::bsaaciﬁi'it:*tHfﬂﬁgfﬁ1s stated that it means: "From

!




L J‘
what He has bestowed upon you. . He gave you a son -- circumcize

him; He gave you a house -- make a mezuzah and build a parapet.

He gave you a yard -- build a sukah; He gave you a flock -- set
\ \ :
aside the first born...He gave you gold and silver -- do mitsvot

with them..."4

It is impliéd 1n~the above passage that the mitsvot which
one should perform in respect to one's "gold and silver" are to
give Tsedakah. 1In addition, one has the obligation to distribute
this Tsedakah to tﬁe poor. Thig is due to God's special
relationship with the poor. This;uhique relationship is three-
fold in na;ure; i.e.: 1) The“poor are God's wards; 2) God is the
champion of the pugr; ﬁud 3) God, is a God of compassion, -demands
that those who aref;: a position to do so must help the less
fortunate. As God's wards, the poor are members of one of His

protected classes.

"thﬁi Lulianus of Dromeah said in the name of R. Eudah bar 3

Simon that He [God] said [to Israel]: You have four classes of

people in your ﬁouaehold. your sons, your daughters, your

s . At
.

menservants and your maidservants. Similarly, I have four 1

classes: the Levites, the strangers, the orphans -and ‘the

__,I_..._—_
|
.

widows."5 The orphans and the widows are frequently nentiéned by

——

God since they are the most visible poor, usually without the

L

. e L
ability to sustain themselves. ; s
i

e, . -
‘As members of a divinely protected class, the poor are

entitled to divine ldgialaiion.fh-ﬁhich Gaq commands others to

lassist A“!f!?ii%bll cdll;nted upon this divine




s {

¢ legislation in their analysis of the biblical verse in Prov.

, 22:22: Do not rob the wretched because he is wretched; Do not

i crush the poor man in the gate., - The Rabbis asked: "What does

Scriptire refer to?' If he §s poor, of what can he be robbed?
Scripture therefore must refer to the gifts for the poor which
one is obligated to give, t‘e gléunings. the forgotten sheaves,
the corners of the fields and the tithes. God warned that no man
! mey rob them of these gifts which they are entitled to receive
since they are poor. Not content with what tﬁe owner of the

fields possesses, he would even rob the poor of that which God

{

i In the Bible, God used the prophets to champion His cause

has granted them!"6

for the poor. This prophetic championship left an indelible

ispression upon the rabbinic mind. "It has had the effect of
'ﬁ inculcating in the mind of the Jew the realization that poverty
is not a stigma of diéérace, nor a sign of inherent inferiority.

Poverty might be due entirely to the existing standards of |

—_——

society, vhich'péruit inj-stice and greed to grow rampant."7_

-

L Thus, one should not have contempt. for the poor, rather‘they
I - ' K]
should be esteemed due to their closeness to God. Rabbinic e

literature emphasizes thil close relationship, Shemot Rabah

~

———

states that the poor are God's nation.8" “Bavli, Rednri--Bla

declares that "from amongst the poor goest forth the Torah.

. God is compassionate as sct forth in the Torah: If you take
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for his skin. In what else shall he sleep? Therefore, if he

J
cries out to Me, I will pay heed, for I am compassionate (Exod.

22:25-26). : rw

Since God is compassionate those human beings who lack
compassion. are defying God. .To be devoid of a sense of
compassion is, accofding to Ehe Rabbis, a great sin. Concerning
the rich men of Bab}lon,‘Riv said that they will go to Gehinom,
for when a scholar asked them for-money to engage in business
they refused. When the scholar asked the rich men for food they
also refused. Consequently, these wpalthy people must be
descendants of the mixed multitude-rhat had accompanied the

Israelites when they 1eft'Eint. "For it is written: And [He

will] show you coggassibn and have compassion upon you (Deut.

13:18). Thus, whoevé?kis compassionate to his fellow-men is
certainly of the children -of our father Abraham, and whosoever is
not merciful to his fellow-men is certainlj not of the children

of our father  Abraham."9 It should be noted that this passage

indicates that compassion is an inherent quality of the Jewish

people. To be compassionate is part of the covenantal

obligations to God undertakgn by the people of Abraham.

The divine quality of éonpassion was instrumental in

creating the universe. "With seven things the Holy One, blessed

be He, created His world, nemely: knowledge, understanding,

-

might, loving-kindness and compassion, judgment and rebuke."10
Since God'alao creaf@dgtha people of Israel, compassion is also

an essential element of their co;lebtivg perso£3}1ty.

8

—— = T w
- 3
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“ King David said that "This nation [Israel] is distinguished .
by three characterisgics: [they are] compassionate, God-fearing

and charitable. 'Compassionate', for it is written: And show you

compassion, and in His compassion increase you as He promised
your fathets on oath (Deht. 13:18); 'God-fearing', for it is

written: |Moses answered the people, Be not afraid, for God has

come only in order to tegt‘you ] and in order that the fear of

Him may be ever with you, so that you do not go astray (Exod.

20:17; 'Charitable', for it is written: For I have singled him

t, that he may instruct his children and his posterity to keep

|2

the way of the Lord by doing Tsedakah-ang what is right, in order

that the Lord may bring about for Abraham what He has promised
him (Gen. 18:19)."11 _ {‘ »

Consequently.‘fbxcaﬂabe seen that being compassionate and

» giving Tsedakah are qual%ties that God expects from the people of
Israel. God has this expectation since He demands that we

imitate His divine attributes. This leads to the principle of

4 Imitatio Dei, the imitation of God by humanity. By being

conpaasionate, man likena himself to his Creator. In analyzing a

difficult word in the verse: The Lord is my strength and might;

He is become my salvation. This is my God and I will enshrine
Him, The God of my father and I will exalt him (Exod. 15:2), "Abe

b . Shaul says: wiT!“tnginne Bim. that is to be like Him, just as

B He is gracious and conpaaaionate; so you ahould be gracious and

b, compassionate."12 - . bt 38




There are two purposes as to why one should imitate the
divine attributes of compassion in God. First is the mitsvah of

the act itself which provides assistance to those in need. In

addition, in performing an act of compassion one is ennobled and

elevated. One sublimates the self through the action. "In a
general sense these two aspects apply to all nitsvot. For aside
from the purpose of the act of the litsvah qua the specific act
of that particular mitsvah, all mitsvot Effect a refinement and
sublimation of man...And conversely too, transgressions of the
mitsvot effect a spiritual defilement and obtuseness..."13

Thus, for the rabbinic mind it was imperative thﬁf man, like
God; should act with compassion. "Hog? Like the Holy One, may
His great name be blessed for ever and ever, He haa compassion
upon Israel wherever they dwell; Bis conpas[&on is upon the poor
and the needy, upon those who ad?fer and are in want, upon
orphanis when they require help and upon widows at all times.
Similarly, a‘hunan being should be compassionate toward Israel
vherever they dweil. compassionate toward the poor and the needy,
toward those who suffer and are in want, toward orphans when they
require help, and toward widows at all times, so that his own

wife be not widowed and his own children be not orphaned, as it

is said: You shall qot‘iistreat any ugdov or orphan., If you do
mistreat them, I will heed their ontcrz as _soon_as they cry out

to Me, and Hr anger shall blaze forth and-I !111 gut you to the
sword, and your own wives shall become widows and _your childr!t

i
i

orphans (Exod. 22:21-23),"14




God is the perfect role—node} for man. To the extent of his
abilities man shoqld duplicat? the ﬁctslﬁf God. God acts
purposefully and Hf; actions teach us how to behave. If we have
questions about our moral conduct we should look to God for
guidence and inspiration. i

R. Hama b. R. Hanina inquired as to the meaning of the verse

You shall walk after the Lord your God (Deut. 13:5). "Is it

possible for man to walk after the Shekhinah? [This must mean]
to walk after the attributes of the Holy One, blessed be He.

r Just as He clothes the naked, as it is written: And the Lord God

made for Adam and for his wife coats of skin, and clothed them

J
(Gen. 3:21), so you, too, should clothe the naked. The Holy One,

i blessed be He, wvisited the sick, as it is written: And the Lord
. -~

appeared uﬁto him in the ong of Mamre (Gen. 18:1), so you, too,

Y

should visit the sick.  The Holy One, blessed be He, buried the |

5 dead, as it is written: And he buried him in the valley (Deut.
! 34:6), so you, too, should bury the dead,"15

' It. is  interesting to note that according to the Rabbis,
Tsedakah was not only practiced on eﬁrth; the angels themselves
gave Tsedaksah. Since.compassion is a divine attribute, celestial
beings as well as human beings were obligated to practice

i: * Tsedakah. "R. Ami asked R. ‘Shmuel b. Nahman, ﬁha; is the meaning

of the text: Your Tsedakah also, 0 God, which reachest ﬁnpo ﬁigh
heaven... (Ps(‘TT?iﬂi? He answered him, Just as the lower ones

[human beings] need each othef;§7Thbdakah._gg'do the upper ones

[angels] need /each other's Tagﬂdkn . Thus it is written: He




























































































































































































































































































































































































































properly take Tsedakah? The rabbinic response: "They may not
compel a man to sell his house oOT his articles of service."0
Thus, the recipient could retain his house and household
furnishings and still be able to accept Tsedakah.

Nevertheless, the above exemption of a home and 1its
furnishings could be the subject of abuse. In the Talmud is
found the following rabbinic remedy to this potential problem.
"We learned elsewhere: They may not compel him to sell his house
or his articles of service. May he not? Was it not taught: If
he was in the habit of using gold utensils he shall now use
gilver ones, if [he was using] silver ones let him now use copper
ones"?7 This approach combines a gensitivity to the prior
economic circumstances of the donee (see pages 82-84) with the
realistic appraisal that some ad justment is inevitable when one
becomes pooOT. I

Pre;iously in this chapter it was pointed out that generally
there was a ''poverty 1ine" of 200 zuz. A mischievous OF
malicious person’&ould take advantage of this rule and circumvent
the spirit of Tsedakah. This is illustrated 1in the following
text which gives examples of improper behavior. "'What is a
foolish pietist 1ike? -- For example, a woman is drowning 1in the
river, and he says, 1t is dimproper for me to look upon her and
rescue her. What is the cunning rogue 1ike? -- R. Yohanan says,

He who explains his case to the judge before the other party to

the suit arrives. R. Abahu says, He who gives a poor man a denar

to bring his possession to two hundred 2zuz, for we have learnt:

146
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