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Rabbinic Perceptions of the Wealthy’s Treatment of the Poor
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R. Shimon ben Lagish said: “A human being acknowledges a wealthy relative but denies a poor
one. But the Holy Blessed One is not like that: even when Israel has sunk to the lowest point,
God calls them ‘my kin and friends.” And what is the verse? (Psalms 122:8) For the sake of my kin
and friends” (Trans. Alyssa Gray with JPS)
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Leviticus Rabbah (Margulies) parashah 34
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Another exposition: The merciful man does good to his own soul, but he that is cruel troubles his
own flesh (Proverbs 11:17). R. Alexandri explained that this applies to one who has a festivity and
does not associate his relatives with him because of their poverty. (Trans. Soncino with edits)
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Another exposition [Proverbs 29:13: The poor man and the medium man meet together; the Lord
gives light to the eyes of them both]. .. ‘Poor’ applies to a man who is poor in property, and ‘a
medium man’ applies to one who makes a fair living. . . If the rich man says to this same poor
man: “Why do you not go and work and get food? Look at those hips! Look at those legs! Look at
that fat body! Look at those lumps of flesh!,” the Holy Blessed One says to him, “Is it not enough
that you have not given him anything of yours, but you must set an evil eye upon what | have
given him must you?”. ... (Trans. Soncino with edits)



The Angry Poor
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The restorer of paths to dwell in (Isaiah 58:12). R. Judah son of R. Simon expounded: The poor
man sits and complains, saying: “How am | different from So-and-so? So-and-so lives in his house
and | live here! So-and-so sleeps in his own bed and | sleep on the ground!” Now [when] you
step up and give him (tzedakah) | consider it as if you made peace between Me and him, as it is
written, He will take hold of My strength, he will make peace with me (lsaiah 27:5) (Soncino
trans. consulted and revised)
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R. Li'ezer was a parnas. One time he went down to his house and said to them, “What did you do
[today]?” [They] said to him: “One group came and ate, drank, and prayed for you.” He said to
them, “There is no good reward [in that].” He went down a second time and said to them: “What
did you do [today]?” They said to him, “Another group came and ate, drank, and cursed you.” He
said to them: “Like this, there is a good reward.” They wished to appoint R. Akivah as a parnas.
He said to them: “He will consult his house.” They went after him. They heard his voice saying:
“On condition of being cursed, on condition of being reviled.” (Trans. Alyssa Gray)

(A relevant observation by R. Joseph Karo [1488-1575])
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[Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel says that the world endures on judgment, truth, and peace (m.
"Abot 1:18)].

[Peace] corresponds to reciprocal acts of kindness (m. ’Abot 1:2). For peace will come on account
of reciprocal acts of kindness; were it not for those, the poor would commit robbery. This is the
way But if he holds fast to My refuge, He makes Me his friend; He makes Me his friend (Isa 27:5)
should be interpreted: the one who gives seddqgd [alms] to the poor brings about peace. For
were it not for [seddgd] the poor would commit robbery and the victim would [respond by]



shedding blood of war in peacetime (1 Kgs 2:5). (Trans. Alyssa Gray; Judaism and the Economy: A
Sourcebook [ed. Michael L. Satlow; Routledge, 2019, 125-126])

Some Halakhic and Theological Strategies for Trying to Maintain a Cohesive Jewish Community
Despite Socioeconomic Disparity

But first: Sefer Hasidim on the “Concept” of “the Community”
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The Torah provided a baseline to push back against natural human inclinations. [The Torah] tells
both rich and poor to give tithes, heave-offerings, and priestly gifts. If there is a poor Israelite
and a wealthy priest, how can it be that the poor gives to the rich? But the Torah commanded
every poor and rich person in order that the rich person not say “l am poor! How can | give to
the rich priest?,” and he will even say to a poor priest, “You are rich!” and will not give to him.
Therefore Scripture does not make a distinction.

And similarly, when the community has to give tzedakah: even if there are poor people in the
city who live in very straitened circumstances, we place a ban that everyone must give thus-and-
such, even though it is not appropriate that a poor person should give for the benefit of other
poor. Sometimes, the poor person who is giving is more impoverished than the recipient! But a
ban must be placed on everyone because of the evil ones. Because if a poor person is not
included in the ban, there are many people who will not allow themselves to be included in it,
and the result will be that many poor people will suffer, and the whole concept of “the
community” will be destroyed. And therefore it is better that [the poor] also give and be included
with everyone else in the ban. But if the evil ones follow the lead of the good ones, don’t force
the poor and return to them what they gave in secret so that the evil ones won’t know. . . .
(Trans. Alyssa Gray)

Strategy for Communal Cohesion 1: Limiting the Economic Power of the Wealthy Over the Poor

R 1290 7p73% N1ohT — R''7 P17 N 5T 8.

Or Zaru’a part 1 — Laws of Tzedaqgah siman 11

K7 71277 12001 W7 WA 2°NR7 XO2IW TV IN0ITD MR DY N1°727 TI0EN 732 12 2O 1IW TR wYn
2"NT AW 1027 07 L L L PMET TV 2aR 11°27 7 1709 Y23 DR Y1197 XY 9002 012 01197 KD SHY mna
OR [2°1] "2 127 PR WIRT STI0IT 11991 231 701 MAXY WYY KNP 730100 ROR PR IRTYW IR 200




IR ODYL L L LTIYW TR PR P10 93 IRDY N2 71T 282 211992 MW KT RPW NIn DY 0T 7IN0w KD
2127 PRW DX STV 02K 27 70 21270 YA RN 20173 20 12 WK 0210777 ORI 1KY 9"YR N2ann7

9 207 M R? DPWYY MY 207 9907 RNVIRT 2770 13K ORT RIT 2R 920w T8 Mvnn 12 V1192
M1 01V ORI 12 MITY 200 NI ORTT °3°7 07 INN. .. 2970 I KD IR0 723 WA INIT ORI YT M0 0K
DAY 1 127 721 19121 INWRT RNVTIRT PHAT 2257 2"WI) M2 ORI K17 20T 11°2 12 MIDTH 2000 PWYR wIn R0
17°2 MINNY P12 INWK P17 17 100D X1 1237 HY2Y 10091 NIwS 9100 R PORW. . . . APTXN T 101700° o5
IRDY 1022 072 197 22 P12 INWRT ROYIR ARTET T 22pWD 0w 217019 12007 PR IR M9 KD oW 102
.. .02 HYak anan I bnd o

It once happened that there was one [poor person] who owed creditors a maneh. He had need
of other people and pursued his sustenance until he accumulated two manehs. His creditor
demanded it of him, and the debtor responded to him: “No! Have mercy on me! [The purpose
for which | collected] this was to support my family, and not to pay off my debt!”

And [the Ra’avyah] exempted him. .. and Rabbenu Simchah obligated him, for tzedakah is like
any other gift, and the wealthy can collect a debt from it, and since a person’s possessions are
sureties for him [he is liable] unless the giver stipulated that “So-and-so your creditor” should
not have rights to them. And [the debtor] does not have the power to release their lien. . . As for
me, the author, even though | am unworthy to place my head between the two great mountains,
| agree with. .. Ra’avyah. . . that [the debtor] cannot pay his debt from the tzedakah monies that
he collected from others. For certainly, we take notice that [the giver] didn’t give with the
intention that [the debtor] would give [the funds] to the rich, and had this giver known that the
creditor would collect from [the gift], he would not have given [it]. . . and further, just as this
giver is obligated to be merited [=give tzedakah] through [this debtor], this rich creditor is also
obligated to be merited through him, since this debtor is a poor man. And this is all the more so
in a situation in which it is clear that he gave with the intention that [the poor man’s] wife and
children would also be supported from this tzedakah. . . .for even if he could change [the gift’s
purpose] and give it to his creditor—and want to do so—his wife and children can stop him since
they didn’t borrow from him and owe him nothing. For when he accepted this tzedakah, he did
so with the knowledge of his wife and children, and [the givers] were merited through them by
means of his acceptance. It is not within his power to give their money to his creditor. . .. (Trans.
Alyssa Gray)
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One who has need of other people and pursues his sustenance, and they gave him tzedaqgah: his
creditors cannot be repaid from what he collected as tzedagah (Trans. Alyssa Gray)



Strategy for Communal Cohesion 2: Trying to Contain the Influence of Wealth
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And R. Judah al-Barzeloni wrote: “They are accustomed in most places to establish a communal
fund for the bet din in order to provide sustenance and a living for the bet din. And they collect
for it either at the beginning or end of the year. And there is no element here of bribery or fee-
for-service, for it is incumbent upon all of Israel to support their judges and sages. And the
[communal fund] may also take free-will donations or unspecified dedications. And when they
collect [the fund] at the beginning [of the year] the judges don’t need to take pains for this nor
to ask anything of anyone, in order that they not need anyone, nor flatter anyone, nor be
beholden to anyone. Rather, this is a fixed obligation of the community that they collect in its
season—like local taxes—so that [the fund] is collected and ready, and so that the judge does
not have to be beholden to any one from whom it was collected.” (Trans. by Alyssa Gray)

Strategy for Communal Cohesion 3: Modesty in Expenditures
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GEMARA. Our Rabbis taught: Formerly they were wont to convey [victuals] to the house of
mourning, the rich in silver and gold baskets and the poor in osier baskets of peeled willow twigs,
and the poor felt shamed: they therefore instituted that all should convey [victuals] in osier
baskets of peeled willow twigs out of deference to the poor.

Our Rabbis taught: Formerly, they were wont to serve drinks in a house of mourning, the rich in
white glass vessels and the poor in colored glass, and the poor felt shamed: they instituted
therefore that all should serve drinks in colored glass, out of deference to the poor.



Formerly they were wont to uncover the face of the rich and cover the face of the poor, because
their faces turned livid in years of drought and the poor felt shamed; they therefore instituted
that everybody’s face should be covered, out of deference for the poor.

Formerly, they were wont to bring out the rich [for burial] on a dargesh and the poor on a plain
bier, and the poor felt shamed: they instituted therefore that all should be brought out on a
plain bier, out of deference for the poor.

* * *

Formerly the [expense of] taking the dead out [to his burial] fell harder on his near-of-kin than
his death so that the dead man’s near-of-kin abandoned him and fled, until at last Rabban
Gamaliel came [forward] and, disregarding his own dignity, came out [to his burial] in flaxen
vestments and thereafter the people followed his lead to come out [to burial] in flaxen
vestments.

Said R. Papa: And nowadays all the world follows the practice of [coming out] even in a paltry
[shroud] that costs but a zuz.

(Trans. Soncino, with light editing)
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Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: There were no holidays for Israel like the 15™ of Av and Yom
Kippur. On those days the daughters of Jerusalem would go out in borrowed white clothing so as
not embarrass the one who did not have [nice clothing]. . .. (Trans. Alyssa Gray)

Strategy for Communal Cohesion 4: The Poor’s Religious Obligations as Jews and as Members of

Their Communities

13. Robert Cover, “Obligation: A Jewish Jurisprudence of the Social Order”?!

p. 241: “Indeed, to be one who acts out of obligation is the closest thing there is to a Jewish
definition of completion as a person within the community.”

p. 242-243: “In a situation in which there is no centralized power and little in the way of coercive
violence, it is critical that the mythic center of the Law reinforce the bonds of solidarity.
Common, mutual, reciprocal obligation is necessary. The myth of divine commandment creates
that web.”

1 Robert Cover, “Obligation: A Jewish Jurisprudence of the Social Order,” in Martha Minow, et al.,
editors, Narrative, Violence, and the Law: The Essays of Robert Cover (Ann Arbor: The University
of Michigan Press, 1993), 239-248



The Poor’s Participation in the Jewish Narrative
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Rambam, Laws of Torah Study 1:8
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Every man of Israel is obligated in Torah study—whether poor or rich, whether able-bodied or
afflicted, whether a young man or a very old man whose strength has diminished. Even should
he be a poor man who is supported by tzedagah and goes door-to-door, even a husband with a
wife and children—he is obligated to fix a time for Torah study during the day and the night, as it
is said (Joshua 1:8) recite it day and night (Trans. Alyssa Gray)
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ON THE EVE OF PASSOVER CLOSE TO MINHAH A MAN MUST NOT EAT UNTIL NIGHTFALL. EVEN
THE POOREST MAN IN ISRAEL MUST NOT EAT [ON THE NIGHT OF PASSOVER] UNTIL HE
RECLINES; AND THEY SHOULD GIVE HIM NOT LESS THAN FOUR CUPS [OF WINE], AND EVEN [IF
HE RECEIVES RELIEF] FROM THE CHARITY PLATE (Trans. Soncino, light editing)
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Even a poor person who is supported from tzedagah should sell his clothing, or borrow, or hire
himself out in order to obtain wine for the four cups (Trans. Alyssa Gray)
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SELL HIS CLOTHING — This is if the gabba’im don’t give to him; he nevertheless must not exempt
himself. Indeed, they are in truth obligated to give the four cups to the poor, and | am astonished
about the places in which they do not pay attention to this. Is not this matter straightforward in
a number of poseqim? (Trans. Alyssa Gray)
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One must be very careful with the lighting of the Hanukkah lights. And even a poor person who is
supported from tzedagah should borrow or sell his clothing and buy oil to light (Trans. Alyssa
Gray)
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AND EVEN A POOR PERSON, ETC. — on account of the publicizing of the miracle (Trans. Alyssa
Gray)

The Wealthy, the Poor, and Providing Financially for Communal Prayer
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We pay the prayer-leader’s wage from the communal fund. Even though the prayer-leader fulfills
the obligation of the poor just as he does that of the wealthy, the poor are nevertheless not able
to afford [to pay] as much as the wealthy. Hagah: And there are those who say that we collect
half on the basis of ability to pay and half per capita, and thus is the practice of the communities
(Maharam of Padua)(Trans. Alyssa Gray)
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HALF ACCORDING TO ABILITY TO PAY — Because it is logical to say that the poor person needs the
hazzan as much as the wealthy. And there are times that the wealthy give more to a hazzan
whose voice is lovelier; therefore, they made this compromise (Trans. Alyssa Gray)

The Poor’s Participation in Creating a Community of Dignified, Self-Reliant People
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A person must always distance himself from tzedagah and wrap himself with troubles, in order
not to have need of other people. And thus the Sages commanded: Make your Shabbat a
weekday, and have no need of other people (Bavli Shabbat 118a). And even were he an honored
and poor sage, he should engage in a trade—even a degrading trade—and not have need of
other people (Trans. Alyssa Gray)
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It is forbidden for a Jew to take tzedagah from idolaters in public. If he is unable to live by the
tzedagah of Jews, and if he can’t take from idolaters in private—this is permitted (Trans. Alyssa
Gray)

2 TIAY T N7 U Noon Y9aa 7inabn 24.

B. Gittin 7b

W A0 27710 - TW TR RY IPTE WY RTET 72 0119077 21V POR (RO W MR - T 'R 2+
1Y 010 17 PRIN PR

And though | have afflicted you (Nahum 1:12) Mar Zutra said: Even a poor man who himself
subsists on charity should give charity. | will afflict you no more: R. Joseph learnt: If he does that,
[Heaven] will not again inflict poverty upon him. (Trans. Soncino, with editing)
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Rambam, Laws of Gifts to the Poor 7:5
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If the poor man comes forth and asks for enough to satisfy his want, and if the giver is unable to
afford it, the latter may give him as much as he can afford. How much is that? In choice
performance of this religious duty, up to one-fifth of his possessions; in middling performance,
up to one-tenth of his possessions; less than this brands him as a person of evil eye. At all times
one should not permit himself to give less than one-third of a shekel per year. He who gives less
than this has not fulfilled this commandment at all. Even a poor man who lives entirely on alms
must himself give alms to another poor man. (Trans. Yale Judaica Series)
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Every person is obligated to give tzedagah, even a poor person who is supported from
tzedagah is obligated to give from what they gave to him. ... (Trans. Alyssa Gray)
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A poor person who gave a peruta to tzedagah: we accept it from him. But if he didn’t give, we
don’t require him to give. If they gave him new clothes and he returned the old ones, we accept
[them] from him. And if he did not return [them], we don’t require him [to return them]. (Trans.
Alyssa Gray)

Strategy for Communal Cohesion 5: The Social Benefits of an Old Theological Idea

7179 WND 7720 RO 28.
Leviticus Rabbah (Margulies) parashah 34
« 92 RT3 957 92 ISTIOR 92 997 177207 NI DTR TXOO7 KT 77N PRIV PR 012 DWW INMOw 190K RI1YT ' DR

R. Ze'ira said: “Even the ordinary conversation of the people of the land of Israel is Torah. How is
that? A person says to his peer: ‘Acquire merit through me,” ‘be merited through me,” ‘acquire
merit for yourself through me.”” (Trans. Alyssa Gray)
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