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The Working Poor as the “Poor”
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One may not hire a worker on the condition that the son [of the worker] should gather the
gleanings after him (Trans. Joshua Kulp on www.sefaria.org).
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They said about Hillel the Elder that each and every day he would work and earn a half-dinar,
half of which he would give to the guard of the study hall and half of which he spent for his
sustenance and the sustenance of the members of his family. One time he did not find
employment to earn a wage, and the guard of the study hall did not allow him to enter. He
ascended to the roof, suspended himself, and sat at the edge of the skylight in order to hear the
words of the Torah of the living God from the mouths of Shemaya and Avtalyon, the spiritual
leaders of that generation.

The Sages continued and said: That day was Shabbat eve and it was the winter season of Tevet,
and snow fell upon him from the sky. When it was dawn, Shemaya said to Avtalyon: Avtalyon, my
brother, every day at this hour the study hall is already bright from the sunlight streaming
through the skylight, and today it is dark; is it perhaps a cloudy day? They focused their eyes and
saw the image of a man in the skylight. They ascended and found him covered with snow three
cubits high. They extricated him from the snow, and they washed him and smeared oil on him,
and they sat him opposite the bonfire to warm him. They said: This man is worthy for us to
desecrate Shabbat for him. (Trans. Koren from www.sefaria.org; with edits)
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(Deuteronomy 32:4) A faithful God, guardian of the security deposit (i.e., reliable). Never false,
[God] collects what is [God’s] last, not like the way of flesh and blood. . .a worker who does
[work] for the householder and [already] owes him a dinar: when he comes to collect his wage,
[the householder] says to him: “Deduct the dinar that you owe me and here is the rest [as your
wage].” But the One who spoke and the world came to be is not like this. Rather, a faithful God,
reliable, never false, [God] collects what is [God’s] last (1% draft trans. Alyssa Gray)
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“One who transports an amphora from place to place,” etc. It was stated: Rebbi Nehemiah the
potter gave his pots to a person who broke them. He confiscated his coat. He went to Rebbi Yose
ben Hanina, who told him, go and tell him: Prov. 2:20 “That you should go in the ways of good
people.” He went and told him who then returned his coat. He asked him, did he pay your
wages? He said, no. He told him, go and tell him: “And to the paths of the just you shall keep.”
He went and told him who then paid his wages. (Trans. Guggenheimer from www.sefaria.org;
notes omitted).
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Some porters [negligently] broke a barrel of wine belonging to Rabbah son of R. Huna.
Thereupon he seized their garments; so they went and complained to Rab. ‘Return them their
garments,” he ordered. ‘Is that the law?’ he enquired. ‘Even so,” he rejoined: ‘That thou mayest
walk in the way of good men.” Their garments having been returned, they observed. ‘We are
poor men, have worked all day, and are in need: are we to get nothing?’ ‘Go and pay them,” he
ordered. ‘Is that the law?’ he asked. ‘Even so,” was his reply: ‘and keep the path of the righteous.’
(Proverbs 2:20) (Trans. Soncino)
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(Deuteronomy 24:15: You must pay him his wages on the same day, before the sun sets, for he is
needy and urgently depends on it; else he will cry to the Lord against you and you will incur guilt
[JPS]) This teaches that a nighttime hired [laborer] collects all day. That a daytime hired [laborer]
collects all night, from where [do we learn this]? Scripture says (Leviticus 19:13) The wages of a
laborer shall not remain with you until morning (JPS). . .. ‘for he urgently depends on it’ (literally,
he sets his life on it): and for what did [this laborer] ascend the ramp and hand his life over to
you? Was it not so that you would give him his wage on that very day? If so, why does [scripture]
say for he urgently depends on it? Rather, this is to teach that whoever suppresses

(AG: this is a play on words; “suppresses” is kovesh; “ramp” is kevesh)

the wage of a hired [laborer], scripture accounts it to him as though he has taken [the laborer’s]
life. (1°t draft trans. Alyssa Gray)
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“for he sets his soul upon it: For what did this laborer ascend on a ramp or suspend himself from
a tree and risk death to himself? Was it not for his wages?

Alternatively, “for he sets his soul upon it” teaches that one who withholds the wages of a hired
laborer, it is as though he takes his soul from him. Rav Huna and Rav Hisda disagreed over the
meaning of this statement. One says it refers to the soul of the robber, and one says that he
takes the soul of the robbery victim.

The one who says it refers to the soul of the robber, as it is written: “Do not rob from the weak
because he is weak, nor crush the poor in the gate” (Proverbs 22:22), and it is written
immediately afterward: “For the Lord will plead their cause, and spoil the soul of those who spoil
them” (Proverbs 22:23). And the one who says it is referring to the soul of the robbery victim
bases his opinion on a verse, as it is written: “So are the ways of everyone who is greedy for gain;
it takes away the life of its owners” (Proverbs 1:19).

And according to the other Sage too, isn’t it written: “It takes away the life of its owners”? This is
referring to its current owner. And according to the other Sage too, isn’t it written: “And spoil



the soul of those who spoil them”? What is the reason: What is the reason that God will spoil
those who spoil them? Because they took someone’s soul. (Trans. Koren from www.sefaria.org;
edited)
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GEMARA. Our Rabbis taught: Whence do we know that a worker hired by day collects [his
wages] all night? From the verse, the wages of him that is hired shall not abide with you all night
until the morning (Leviticus 19:13). And whence do we know that a worker hired by the night
collects it the whole of the [following] day? Because it is written, At his day shall you give him his
hire (Deuteronomy 24:15). But let us say the reverse? — Wages are payable only at the end [of
the engagement]. Our Rabbis taught: From the implication of, The wages of him that is hired
shall not abide with thee all night, do | not know that it means, until the morning? Why then is it
written, until the morning? To teach that he [the employer] violates [the injunction] only until
the first morning. But thereafter? — Said Rab: He transgresses, Thou shalt not delay [payment].
R. Joseph said: What verse [shows this?]: Say not unto thy neighbor, Go, and come again, and to-
morrow | will give; when you have it by you (Proverbs 3:28). (Trans. Soncino, edited)
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MISHNAH. IF [A HEATHEN] HIRE [AN ISRAELITE] WORKMAN TO ASSIST HIM IN [THE
PREPARATION OF] YEN NESEK, HIS WAGE IS PROHIBITED.

GEMARA. Why is [the workman's] wage prohibited? If | answer that inasmuch as yen nesek is
prohibited for use of any kind and therefore the wage which came to him from it is likewise
prohibited, behold ‘orlah and the mixed plantings of a vineyard are prohibited for use of any kind
and yet we have learnt: If he sold them and with the proceeds married a wife she is legally
married! On the other hand, [should | answer that the reason is] because his money [which
comes to him on account of yen nesek] is affected as though it were an idolatrous object, behold
the Sabbatical year affects the money [obtained from the sale of its produce] and yet we have
learnt: If one said to a workman [in the Sabbatical year], ‘Here is a denar and for it gather
vegetables for me to-day,” his wage is prohibited; [but if he said,] ‘Gather vegetables for me to-



day,” his wage is permitted! . . . . Raba, however, said: [The meaning is] certainly that their wage
is holy like the holiness of [the produce of] the Sabbatical year, and the difficulty you raise over
the teaching concerning the workman [who gathers fruits in that year can be met by the answer]
that in the case of a labourer whose wage is small the Rabbis did not impose a penalty, but in the
case of ass-drivers whose wage is considerable the Rabbis did impose a penalty; and as for our
Mishnah the seriousness of yen nesek accounts for the difference. (Trans. Soncino)
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When donkey-drivers perform work with the produce of the Sabbatical year that is forbidden
- e.g., they bring more than the [minimal amount] of produce - their wages are considered as
money received in return for produce of the Sabbatical year. This is a penalty imposed upon

them.

Why was a penalty imposed on the wages of a donkey-driver and not on the wages of a hired
worker? Because the latter receives a minimal wage. Hence, he was not penalized so that [he

could earn] his livelihood. (Trans. R. Eliyahu Touger)
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And our Rabbi (=Rambam) wrote. . . and | have a difficulty. How can we say that there is no issue
of “earning his livelihood” for porters?! [So] one must say that an unspecified “laborer” sets his
life upon his wage, which is not the case for donkey-drivers and porters (1° draft trans. Alyssa
Gray)

“Mly Slaves, and Not the Slaves of Slaves”
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Rabban Johanan b. Zakkai used to expound this verse as precious stone. Why was the ear singled
out from all the other limbs of the body? The Holy One, blessed be He, said: This ear, which



heard my Voice on Mount Sinai when | proclaimed, For unto me the children of Israel are
servants (Leviticus 25:55), they are my servants, and not servants of servants, and yet this [man]
went and acquired a master for himself — let it be bored! R. Simeon b. Rabbi too expounded this
verse as a precious stone. Why were the door and doorpost singled out from all other parts of
the house? The Holy One, blessed be He, said: The door and the doorpost, which were witnesses
in Egypt when | passed over the lintel and the doorposts and proclaimed, For unto me the
children of Israel are servants, they are my servants, and not servants of servants, and so |
brought them forth from bondage to freedom, yet this [man] went and acquired a master for
himself — let him be bored in their presence! (Trans. Soncino, light edits)
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For Rab said that a labourer is entitled to withdraw even in the middle of the day. ... asitis
written: For unto me the Children of Israel are servants (Leviticus 25:55); they are my servants,
but not servants to servants. (Trans. Soncino, light edits)

Captives
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The redemption of captives receives priority over sustaining the poor and providing them with
clothing. [Indeed,] there is no greater mitzvah than the redemption of captives. For a captive is
among those who are hungry, thirsty, and unclothed and he is in mortal peril. If someone pays
no attention to his redemption, he violates the negative commandments: "Do not harden your
heart or close your hand" (Deuteronomy 15:7), "Do not stand by when the blood of your
neighbor is in danger" (Leviticus 19:16), and "He shall not oppress him with exhausting work in
your presence" (ibid. 25:53). And he has negated the observance of the positive
commandments: "You shall certainly open up your hand to him" (Deuteronomy 15:8), "And your
brother shall live with you" (ibid. 19:18), "Love your neighbor as yourself" (Leviticus 19:18), "Save
those who are taken for death" (Proverbs 24:11), and many other decrees of this nature. There is
no mitzvah as great as the redemption of captives. (Trans. R. Eliyahu Touger)
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And nevertheless, donation for [the purpose of] redeeming captives is preferable to any
tzedaqah that is given. For the captive stands in [constant] danger of the sword and is hungry
and naked. And the one who redeems him saves him from all of these [things], which is not the
case for the one who sustains a poor person [who lives in her] home. ... (1% draft trans. Alyssa
Gray)
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And concerning the matter of the extra [monies] that was left over from the communal donation
that they donated on behalf of a particular captive: it appears that we give those extra [monies]
to that captive .. .. and if you have a difficulty [and ask]: “Since the mitzvah of redeeming
captives is so great, what is that which we see in [tractate] Megillah (AG: the Bavli says that a
Torah scroll may be sold to finance Torah study or a wedding, but it does not mention redeeming
captives)? One must say that it is obvious that the redemption of captives is vastly preferable [to
these other meritorious activities], and the reason they didn’t mention it there is because it was
so transparently obvious to them. For everyone holds that whoever sustains a Jewish life, it is as
if he has sustained an entire world. For we learn this from [Genesis 4:10]: Hark, your brother’s
bloods cry out to me from the ground! [The Torah] does not say your brother’s blood (in the
singular), but rather, your brother’s bloods (in the plural)—his blood, and the blood of his seed,
as it is brought in [tractate] Sanhedrin, chapter “monetary cases.” And if one does not redeem
[the captive], behold he is in danger of the sword, and is naked and hungry. . .. (1°* draft trans.
Alyssa Gray)

(codified at Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 253:6)



