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I 
DIGEST 

The conceiJ of Tsedakah es set forth in rabbinic literature 

is one of the greatest mor"el insights ·in the history of the 

Jewish people. Since the dawn of humanity th-ere hes always been 

po v e r t y an d i t s con c\o mi tan t suffering • The Re b r e w Sc r i pt u res , 

especially the ,Prophets, recogn i zed that we have a responsibili~y 

to ameliorate the p1igbt of the poor. . ' 
The Rabbis refined thi s moral insight into an extensi ve 

system of Tsedakah. Their . fundamental premise is that every 

human being is made in the ima·ge of God and thus the dignity of 
' 

every individual ml,lSt be 
) 

respected. Each one of us ha·s the 

obli~ation to enhance the lives - of others so that they may live 
/ 

in dignity. Pover.ty hf s the . p o tential of undermining an 

individµal's s~e 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 behalf. 
'v' 

Moral insights and comments abQut Tsedekah are found 

throughou~ the vast body of rabbinic literature. This project 

attempts to present a survey of the rabbinic sources conce~ing 

Tsedakeh. The objective of this thesis is to present the read~r 
I 

with an analysis of the s 7stem of Tsedakah as crea~ed and 

understood b~~e _R'a_b.bis. The system of analysis was ' to divide 
.. ~- ---

Tse dakah ' into different cat-egories and to comment upon the 

rabbinic texts~ utilized. It i~ hoped the reader will coaprehend 
. 

and appreciate the aoral insights that are inherent in the .. 
rabb{nic concept of Taedakah. 

. .. . ~·-·· ,J_ . ' ..... ~· 

'~ 

.· 
~-
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INTRODUCTION 

During the course of Jewish history the word Tsedakah 

evolv~d in meaning. Initially during the -trt"b lical period the 

word \wa s used in th~ sense of "righteous ness". A Tsadik, such as 

Noah (Gen. 6:9), was a righteous or just individual. Bowev~r, 

during the rabbinic period, approximately 200 C.E. until 600 
- ' 

C.E., the same word had a new meaning. Although not universal in 

application, the primary usage of Tsedakah during the above time a 

p e r i o d w a s i n t h-e . s e n s e o f · " r i g h t e o u s giving " • Tsedakah was 

deemed to be a mit.svah, a comm{tndment, to assist others. ' Thus, 

the English word " c harity" is - an inadequate' translation of the 
t ' 

rabbinic c~ ncept o~ Tsef'kah. ~ Charity implies that it is within 

the discretion of the donor a s 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 

restrictions~ expectat i ons and obligations were imposed upon both 
v· 

the donor and the donee. 

The objective of this thesis is to present the reader wi t h 

an analysis of the above system of Tsedakah as -..eated and 

unde~stood by the Rabbis. The primary tool for su~h · analy~is 

will be the rab~inic text& themselves. 

passages th~~.e 1fiil have an opportunity t~ enter t 'he rabbinic 
... ;. -• i n d f ri o r d e r t o c o' 11 p r e=h en d t h e i r v a l u e s y s t e • , t b e i r 

' -
perceptions, .their prospectives and their prejud.ices. 

I;;; , .... 

The discussion of Tsedakab vill be liaited to alasgiving and .. 
the gi•.ing of aaterial goods, such as ·food and clothing. The 

"~~~~~"- .... .--.-~ 
ii 
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reader should be alerted that this thesis does not intend to 
I 

explore the vast area of Gemi lut Hasadim, actg of roving-

kindness, that is found in rabbt nic literature. There are S?me 

siailarities between these two rabbinic expre~sions; howev~r, it 

was necessary to limit the scope of this work to ·Tsedaka-h-~ 

Tsedakah for our pur ~ oses will be ~ efine4 as the religiou s 

obligation of a donor to pro v~de some . portion of his material 

vealth to a donee. 
' 

The methodology that was utilized for the above analysis wa s 

to identify and locate as many passages as po-ssible in rabbinic 

literature that mentioned Tsedakah in the above ~ontext. Various 

in~ices were reviewed such as Gin~berg's L~gends ) o f the Jews , . 
Soncino Talmud , Son cino Midrash, Goldschmidt's subje et 

concordance to the Be byloniS:,i;t Talmud 1 thertos.ov~y concordances, 

end Otsar Ha-Agedeh by Gross . hose / passages in which Tsedakah 

was not utilized according to the above definition were r ejected 

from conside ration. 

The ~bove ~rocess pr oduced several hundred different texts 
v 

which dealt with the concept of Tsedakah. Next these different 

passages were organized into different categories in order to 

prov~de a system of analysis. The pessage~ere then translated 

into English with the objective of capturi~g soae of the rabbi nic 

parlance . 

P r e s e n t E n g 1 i s h t r a n a 1 a t i o·n s , i f a v a i 1 a b 1 e f o r t h e ---. - ~- . 
particular text, were consulted for the purpo~~- of coapar~son. 

~ . . -
However, frequently such cont~~porary translation• aubatanti,lly 4 

. . 
iii 
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I 
supplemented the original texts , The objective of the 

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

the language of the primary rabbinic sources to the greatest 

exten.t possible. 
-

\ In regard to t~e bibl ical passages cited by the Rabbis, the 

primary translation's came from the original and current 

translations . pub ~i shed by The Jewish Publication Society of 

America. On some occasions·, neither version was acceptable for . 
the purposes of the particular text in question. In that case, 

en alternative vetsion had to be utilized in order to capture the 
) 

rabbinic ·understanding of the pas~age. 

After fhe above selection and translation process, the texts 
. . / 

were allocated t o va ( ious ~ hapters and assigned a certain 

sequence within th~ / ~hapter. The final step was to analyze the 

texts in an effort to understand the rabbinic concept of 

Tsedakah. On occasion, the anal.ysis includes comments of 

specul~tion, since ~e can never be certain of the entire 
. v 

intellectual and emotional frame of reference of the authors of 

the texts. 

- .:..-.-........ . - . 
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I 

CHAPTER I 

THEOLOGY OF TSEDAlAH 

I· 

"What did Adam say on the fi rst day? Th.e earth is the . 
Lord' a and all that i \t holds, the w.orld and· its inhabitants ( Ps . 

. 
24:1)."l To the rabbinic mind it was logical that Adam would 

quote the above ' verse. Adam's first perception of his 

environment required that ~e acknowledge God as the Creator of 

the uni~erse and the Owner of all of its contents. Thus, from 

its inception, humanity was on rotice that although i~ may 

temporari iy retain possessions, ultimate ownership of all things 

belonged to God. 
/ 

A s 0 w n e r o f t 'h e L ( n d o f I s r a e 1 , G o d p e rm i t t e .d c e r ta i n 

members of Is ra~~e/soc~ety to temporarily possess the land. 

However, two distipctive castes were precluded from even such 

limited ",ownership" I namely the priestly Class and the poor • 
. 

· What ,is he common link between the ,priests and the poor? "It is 

their commo n claim on God for protective support. Because 

neither group possesses a portion of the Land of Israel, neithe r . \ 
can produ~e the food it needs. The priests, for their part, are 

forbLdden by Scriptural 
0

law to own land (see Deut, 18~ ~ -5). 

Instead , they act as God's servants in the Temple ~nd . are 

accorded £00 ctn i--h.a t ..aJCcount. - Siailarly, ~he poor have lost 
..... 

whatever portion of the.. Land they •~y have ·pattse~sed , ead so are 

entitled to r'e"c,eive soa e of irs yield . God supports both the 

p~iests and the poor because they neithel""'ovn land nor attain the 

1 

__,,.---
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) 
economic prosperity promised to a~l Israelite~ who live in the 

Land (see Deut. 8:7-10)."2 

The above quotation is fro~ an introduction to Tractate 

\ 
Peah, which is a detailed rabbinic implementation of Tsedakah in 

respect to agriculture. In Pesh the claims upon God for 

' protection of the priestly class and the poor are satisfied 

through the actions of the Israeli ~ e tenant farmer. The farmer 

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

belongs to God. The Israelite farmer h~s a dual obligation in 
. 

respect to the produce: a portion must be tithed to . the priests 

and ~another portion set as~de f ( the ~enefit of the poor. 

"So underlying t~es) g~tion of both priestly rations and 

poor-offerings is a single theory: God owns the entire Land of 

Israel and, because of this ownership, a portion of each crop 

must be 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 thoS'e ·under Bis special care, the poor and 

the priests."3 

Thus, one approach to understanding Tsedakah from a 

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

sacred tax." This "sacred . tax" is, in effect, an acknowledgement -----. of - Bis benevoleDce. Further~~re; 4ne.. has a re~ponsibility in 
' . 

respect to the gif~s that one has received fro~ Goa. This 

concept is set forth in the following passage: Honor the Lord .. 
with . tour su~stance (Prov. 3:9). In explaining one's obligations 



• 

... 

f 
J 

vbat He bas bestowed upon you • • Be gave you a son -- circumcize 

him; He gave you a house -- make a mezu~ah and_b uild a parapet • 
..:. 

He gave you a yard -- b.uild a .s ukab ; Be gave you a flock -- set 
\ 

a~ide the first born ••• He Jave you gold and silver -- do . mitsvot 

with them •.. "4 
' It is implied in the· above passage that the mi tsvot which 

one should perf orm in respect tD one's "gold and silver" are to 

give Tsedakah. In ad ~ition, one ~as the obligation to d~stribute 

this Tsedakah to t h e po o r. Thi$ is due to God's spec~al 

relat ionshi p vith the poor. This unique relationship is three-

fold in na.ture, 

cha11Dpion of the 

i.e.: 1 >' Thf ,,...poor ~re God's wards; 2) God is the 

a~d 3) God, as a God of compassion, · demands 

that those who are in a position to do so must help the less 

fortunate • As God's vards, the poor are members of one of His 

protected c!ssses. . . 
• 'v 

"Rabbi Lulianus of Dromeah said ~n the name of R. ~udab bar 

Simon that Be [God] said [ t ·o Israel]: You have four classes of 

people in your household, your sons, your daughters, your 

menservants and your •aidservants. Similar l y, I have. four , 
classes: the Levit,es, the strangers, the orphans anq 'the 

widows." 5 The orphana a•nd the widows are frequently ment.ioned by 
~ .......... --.....-:- ...... 

God since they are the most Ti·aible poor, usually without the ...... 
ability to sustain themselves. . -

l/ . 
~s members o f a di vinely protected class , the poor are 

entitl.ed to divine legislation in which G~d coaaands others to 

las~illt 
~-.&.""'-' ... ,,~ 

t.h~~ ... ,,.~ ~tr'abbis coaaented upon .... -
-------- 3 

. ' 
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legislation in their analy•i• of the bi blical -verse. in Prov. 

22: 22: Do not rob the wretched because he is wretched; o no1 

crush the poor man in the gate • . The Rapbis asked: "What does 

Scripture ref er to?\ 
\ 

If be is poor, .of what can he be robbed? 

Scripture therefore must refer to the gifts for the poor whi ch 
' 

one is obligated to give, the glean ings, the forgotten sheaves , 

the corners of the fields and tbe tithes. God warned that no man 

may rob them of these gifts which they are entitled to rece~ ve 

since they are poor. Not content with ~bat the owner of the 
• 

fields possesses, he would e•en rob the poor .of that which God 

has gran·ted them l "6 • 

In t be Bible, God used be pr.ophets to champion His cause 

for the poor. This prophetic championship left an indelible 

i ~ pression upon the rabbinic aind. "It has had the effect of 

inculcating in the mind of the Jev the realization that poverty 
'j . 

is not "\!._ stigma of 'disgrace, nor a sign of inherent inferiority. 

Pove r ty might be due entirely to the existing standards of 

society, which permit injustice and greed to grow rampant."7 

Thus, one should not have coateapt for the poor, rather they 

should be esteemed due to their closeness to God. Rabbinic 

literature emphasizes thi• clo•e relationship . Shemot R~bah - ~ -
states that the poor are Cod'• nation.a- ~a~li, Nedar~a 8Ia 

declares that "from a•ongat tbe poor goest forth the Torah." 
·~ 

• God ia coapasaionate •• •et forth in the Torah: If you take .. 
your neiabbor'• · aaraent la el••••· you auat return it · to him 

before• the • -'lT:,'tbin the •ole co•erin 

~ • __ i:;.: 
4 

t 
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I 
for his skin. In yhat else shall he sleep? Therefore, if he 

.J 
cries out to He, I will pat beed 1 for I aa co•p•ssionate (Exod. 

22:25-26). 

Since God is compassionate those human beings who lack 

compassio~ are defying ~od. To be devoid of a sense of 
. 

compassion is, according to the Rabbis, a great sin. Concerning 

the rich men of Babylon, ~ R~v said that they will go to Gehinom, 

for when a scholar asked them for. money to engage in business 

they refused. When the scholar ~sked the rich men for food they 

also refused. Consequ~ntly, these w~althy people must be. 

-descendants of the mix~d multitude ~hat had acc~mpanied the 

Israelites when they left ' Eg~. "For it is written: !Gd [He 

wi 11 show .o u com ass i ~n a J d h~ve • com assion u on vou (Deut. 

13: 18). Thus, whoev~l s 'compassionate to his f e 11 ow-men is 

certainly of the children •of our father Abra~am, and whosoever is 

-not merciful to his fellow-men is certainly not of the children 

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

indicates that ~ompassioQ is an inherent quality of the Jewish 

people. To be compassionate is part of the cov~nantal 

obligationa to God undertaken by the people of Abr~ham. 
, 

The d1vine quality of compassion was instrumentai in 

creating the universe. "Wi~h seven things the Holy One, ble6sed 

b ~--e Be, created Bis vor1~ ~ n~~el1: knowledge, understanding, 
..:;.. -. ~ 

•igbt, loving-kindness and ·compassion, judgaent ;~d rebuke. "1 0 

Since God also created· the people of - Israel, co•passion is also 

an esae~tial ele•ent of their collective personality • 

• 



. ' 

... 

-"'-
I 

) 

ling David said ) that "This nation [israel) is distinguished • 

by three characteristics: [they are] co11passionate, God-fearing 

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

compassion, · and in His compassion increase yo~ ~e promised 

your fathe ts on oath (Deqt. 13~18); 'God-fearing', for it is 

written: [Moses ansv'ered the · people, Be not afraid, for God has 

come only in order to test • you,] and in order that the fear of 

Him may be ever with you, so t~a t you do not go astray (Exod . 

20:17; 'Chari·table', for it is wr
4

itten: For I have singled him 

out, that he may instruct: 'hi.s children and his poste-ri ty to keep 
. . . J 

the way of the Lord by do~ng Tseda~ah .and what is right, in order 

that the Lord may brins a'bout for Abraham what He· has promised 

him (Gen . 18 ; 19) ~"1 1 

Consequently, i 
/ 

can, be seen that being compassionate and 

giving Tsedakah are qual~ties that God expects from the people of 

!srael. God , bas this .expe ctation since He demands that we 
. . 

imitate R,i s '-.Ji iv in e attribute s • This leads to the principle of 

Imitatio Dei, the imitation of God by hu.menity • By bei·ng 

compassionate ~ man l i kens himself to his Creator. In analyzing a 

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

He is beeome my salvation. This is •I God and ' I will ensh~ine 
..~ 

Him, The God of ay father and· I will exalt him (Exod. , 15:2), ~Abe 
. 

$haul says: I wi~nallrine Him, that is to be like Him, fust as ..... __ 
He is gracious and compas~ionate,~so JOU should be gracious and - ' . 
coapaaaionate."12 ·, 

.. 
6 

. . 
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There are two purposes as to vby one s liould imitat~ the 

divine attributes of compassion i j God. First is the aitsvah of 

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

addition, in performing an act of coapassion one is ennobled and -
elevated. One sublimates the self through the action. 

general sense these two ~spects apply to all mitsvot. For aside 

from the purpose of the act of the aitsvah qua the specific act 

of that particular mitsvah, all mitsvdt ~ffect 8 refinement and 

sublimation of man ••• And conversely too, transgre ssions of the 

mitsvot effect a spiritual defileaent and obtuseness ••• "13 

Th11s, for the rabbinic mind it vas imperative thef men, like 

God , should act vi th compassion . "Ro~? Like the Roly One, ma y 

His great name be blessed for ' ever and · ever He has compassion 

upon Israel •herever they dwell; Bis compasCon is · upon the poor 
I 

and the needy, upon those who su fer and are in vent, upon 

orphahs when they require help and upon widows at all times. 

Similarly, a human being should be compassionate toward Israel 

wherever they dwell, compa'!t'sionate toward the poor and the needy, 

toward those who suffer and Jre in va~t, 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 ~t 

is said: You shall not ~istreat any widow or orphan. If you do 

aistreat them, I will heed their outcry as soon as they cry out 

to Me, and My anser shall blaze fort'h 'nd· .a xill put you to the 
j ..... 

avord, and 1our ovn vives shall beco•e vidovs and your chil..dreb · ~ 

orphans. (Exod. 22:21-~3)."14 .'/. 

.. 
' 7 



God is the perfect role-model for aan. To the extent of his 
I 

' abilities man sho ld duplicate the acts of God. God acts 

purposefully and Bis actions teach us how to behave. If we have 
• 

questions about our moral conduct we shou~d look to God for 

guidance and inspiration. ---
R. ,~ma b. R. ijanina inquir~d as to the meaning of the ~eree 

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

poss1ble for man to walk after the Sbekhinah? [This must mean] 

to walk after the attributes ~f · the Roly One, blessed be He • 
. 

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

made for Adam and for hi s wife coats of skin, and clothed them 
I I J 

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

blessed be Re, •visited the sick, as it is written: And the Lord 
- / 

appeared unto him in the oai{s of Mamre (Gen. 18:1), so you, too, 

should visit the sk /.The Roly One, blessed be Re, bur.ied the 

dead, as it is writte~ : And he buried him in the valley (Deut. 

34:6), so yQu, too, sho uld bury the dead~"lS 

It. is.J interesting to note that according to the Rabbis, 

Tsedakah Y&E not only practiced on earth; the angels themselves 

gave Tsedakah. Since compassion is a divine attribute, celestial 

being s as well as human beings were obligat e d to pra~tice 

' Tsedaka~. "R. Ami asked R. Shmuel b. Na~man, What is the meanin& 
.< 

of the text: Your Tsedakah · also, 0 God, which reacbest unf~ ~igh 
. 

heaven • • • (Ps. ""'1 .19.')_? Re answered him, Just as the lovl!r ones -- . 
[human beillgs] need eac\ other~ Taedakah, sp do the upper . - ones 

~ . 
[ ang.e 1 s] need ie"a,ch other's Tsedakah. Thus ·it is written: ~ 

.. 

.· 
" 
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