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Introduction to Social Justice:
What do the rabbis say about our responsibility to the world?

Part 1: What does study have to do with anything?

Babylonian Talmud (BT) Kiddushin 40b
Rabbi Tarfon and some elders were reclining
in an upper chamber in the house of Nitza in
Lod when this question came up: Which is
greater, study or action? Rabbi Tarfon spoke
up and said: Action is greater. Rabbi Akiva

spoke up and said: Study is greater. The others

then spoke up and said: Study is greater
because it leads to action.

BT Brachot 17a
There was a famous saying of Rava: The

purpose of learning is repentance and good
deeds.
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» What are the two perspectives on why study is important? What are differences you

can see between them?

* Why do you think the rabbis see Torah study as a requirement for enabling action?
» Can you think of any practical examples of times that study led to action in your life?

Part 2: What is expected of us?

Isaiah 1:17

Learn to do good. Devote yourself to justice;
aid the wronged. Support the cause of the
orphan; defend the right of the widow.

Ramban on Leviticus 19:2

Speak to the people of Israel and tell them,
you shall be holy for I, Hashem your God,
am holy: Initially, God said that you should
observe the laws and rules, which God had
commanded you. Now God says that, even
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with things that God has not commanded, you
should also try to do the good and the right in
God’s eyes, for God loves the good and the
right. And this is a great matter, since it is
impossible to mention in the Torah all of a
person’s actions toward his neighbors, all of
his work activities, and all social and political
institutions.

BT Sukkah 49b

Our Sages taught: Gemilut chasadim (acts of
loving kindness) are greater than tzedakah in
three ways: Acts of tzedakah involve only
one’s money — gemilut chasadim can involve
both money, or one’s personal service.
Tzedakah can be given only to the poor —
gemilut chasadim can be done both for the
rich and for the poor. Tzedakah can be given
only to the living — gemilut chasadim can be
done both for the living and the dead.

Rashi, Leviticus 25:35

You will strengthen him: Do not wait until
he has gone down and fallen, because it will
be difficult to raise him up. Instead,
strengthen him at the time where his hand is
slipping. What is this like? To a load upon a
donkey. When it is still on the donkey, one
can support it and make it stand. Once it falls
to the ground, even five cannot make it stand.
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» What patterns do you notice throughout these texts? What are the distinctions drawn
between preventative action and helping after the fact?
* Do any of these notions of social responsibility speak to you in particular? Which is

your favorite?

* What do you make of Ramban’s explanation of holiness, and its relationship to the

ways we should be living life?

* Why does the Sukkah text make the distinction between acts of kindness and
tzedakah? Can you think of practical applications of each of these two categories?
Do you agree that one is superior to the other?

Part 3:

BT Shabbat 54b
Everyone who can protest the sin of his
household and does not, is responsible for the

people of his household. For the people of his

city, he is responsible for the people of his

Do we encourage others to be ethical?
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city. For the whole world, he is responsible
for the whole world.

Rambam, Laws of Temperament 6:7
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to Come. If the person accepts the rebuke,

well and good. If not, the person should be

rebuked a second, and a third time. And so one

is obligated to continue the critiques, until the

sinner attacks the rebuker and says, “I refuse

to listen.” Whoever is in a position to prevent

wrongdoing and does not do so is responsible

for the sins of all the wrongdoers whom that

person might have stopped.

* Why does protest play such a major role in this tradition?

» How do you know when to protest? What is the distinction between protest and
tattling?

* Rambam clearly believes that we have to protest over and over. However, there is
also a Jewish value that prohibits embarrassing another. How do you strike a balance
between these two ideas?

* Why are we held responsible for other’s actions? Are there limits to that
responsibility?

* What do you think about the Rambam’s insistence that you condemn somebody over
and over? Do you agree? How would you draw the line?

* Why does Rambam assume that the sinner is doing something harmful to himself
through sinning? Do you agree that this is always true?



