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How does Judaism judge our responsibility to the poor?

Exodus Chapter 22

21) You shall not cause pain to any widow or orphan
22) If you cause him pain, for if he cries out to me, I
will surely hear his outcry

23) My anger will blaze and I will kill you by the
sword, and your wives will be widows, and your
children orphans

24) When you lend money to My people, to the poor
person who is with you, do not act towards him as a

creditor; do not charge him interest

25) If you take your neighbor's garment as security, at

sunset you should return it to him

26) For it alone is his clothing, it is his garment for
his skin, so in what will he lay down? So it will be
that if he cries out to Me, I will listen, for I am

compassionate.
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* How does the Torah identify who is considered needy? Who is included and who is
excluded?

» What are the consequences listed for not showing the poor the care and respect they
deserve?

 Are there any gaps in the text that you would fill in? How would you solve these
problems?

» What is the relationship set up between the poor and the rest of the community?

Now, consider how some of the commentators understand these verses. How do they
answer these questions and solve these difficulties?:

Rashi on Exodus 22:24
When you lend money to My people: Rabbi
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you lend money, to a Jew lend and not to a non-Jew.
And to which Jew? To the poor. And to which

poor? To that which is of your nation.

Another interpretation: To the poor, that you
shouldn’t speak to him in the language of a lender, for
he is of My people.

To the poor of your people: You should see him as
yourself, as if you were the poor person.

Rashbam on Exodus 22: 26

And I will hear them because I am compassionate:
Even if, according to the law you have the object and
you have no obligation to return it except to go
beyond the letter of the law, one might think that I
[God] will not hear his cry, but I will because I am

compassionate and merciful.

Ramban on Exodus 22: 24-26

24: You shall not be to him as a creditor: that is, a
loaner. He is saying that a lender should not behave
to the borrower like a creditor who is a sort of lord
over the borrower, as it is written, “and the borrower
is a servant to the lender” (Proverbs 22:7), but instead
you should act towards him exactly as if he had never
borrowed from you; you should not you lay interest
upon him, whether “interest of money or interest of
food” (Deut. 23:20.) Rather, the loan to him should
be an act of goodness; you should not take any mark
of honor from him because of it, nor should you
derive any monetary benefit from it.

26: And I will hear, for I am gracious: showing
favor and accepting everyone’s call even though he is
unworthy, the word chanun (gracious) being derived
from the word chinam (for nothing.) And the
meaning of the verse is that you should not think: “I
will not take the righteous man’s clothing as a pledge,
but the clothing of a man who is not righteous, I will
take as a pledge and not return to him, for God will
not hear his cry.” Therefore, He said “for I am
gracious,” and I will hear the cry of all who cry out to

me.

Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 71a

Rav Yosef teaches in a b’raita: “If you loan money to
My people.” To the poor of your people. For a Jew
and a non-Jew, a Jew first. For a poor person and a
rich person, the poor first. For your poor and the poor
of your city, your poor first. For the poor of your city
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and the poor of another city, the poor of your city
first. Somebody says: A Jew and a non-Jew, a Jew
first is obvious! Rav Nachman says, “Huna told me
no, you need it, that even to a non-Jew with interest

and a Jew without interest.”
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How do we know what is considered “good giving”?

Rambam, Laws of Gifts to the Poor, Chapter 10
Law 7: There are eight levels of tzedekah, each one
higher than the next. The highest level, above which
there is no other, is to strengthen your fellow Jew by
giving him a present or a loan, or by making a
partnership with him, or to find him work so that he
can strengthen his hand until he does not need to ask
from others. On this it says, “and you should
strengthen the stranger and the one who lives among
you,” which is to say strengthen him until he doesn’t
fall or need.

Law 8: Lower than this is to give tzedakah to the
poor, and you don’t know to whom you are giving,
and the poor person doesn’t know from whom he is
taking, for this is a mitzvah for the sake of heaven.
This is like the secret box that was in the Temple,
where the righteous put money in it secretly, and the
poor drew from it anonymously. And close to this is
giving to the tzedakah box. A person doesn’t give to
the tzedakah box unless he knows that the person who
is in charge of the money is trustworthy and wise, and
he knows that he is a proper leader like Rabbi
Chanina ben Tradiyon.

Law 9: Lower than this is one who knows which poor
person with receive the money and the poor person
doesn’t know who gave to him. This is like the great
wise men who would walk in secret and put the
money in the doorways of the poor. This is
appropriate to do only is the tzedakah collectors are
not trustworthy.

Law 10: Lower than this is the poor man who knows
who gave, but the giver does not know who recieved.
This is like the great wise men, who used to tie coins
into their robes and throw them behind their backs,
and the poor would come up and pick the coins out of
their robes so that they would not be ashamed.

Law 11: Lower than this is the one who gives before
he is asked.
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Law 12: Lower than this is the one who gives after he
is asked.

Law 13: Lower than this is the one who gives less
than is appropriate with a smile.

Law 14: Lower than this is the one who gives

unwillingly.

» How does Rambam rank types of giving?
* Do you agree with his characterizations? Would you rank the same way, or

differently?

* Are different types of giving actually more or less valuable?

How do we know how to give, and who to give to?

Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah, Laws of Tzedakah,
Section 251 Part 10

If someone comes and says, “feed me,” you don’t
check him to see if he is an imposter, but you feed
him right away. If there is a naked person who comes
and says, “give me clothing,” you check him to see if
he is an imposter. And if you know him, you give
him clothing right away.

Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Iggrot Moshe, Yoreh
Deah, Part 1, Section 144

Let us say that there is a poor man who needs to eat
today, but it is not a case of saving a life, and there is
a relative who isn’t wanting today, but he needs
something for tomorrow. The relative has also
judged as being a poor person who is entitled to 200
zuz. Even if the law weren’t that you give to your
relatives first, we don’t need to be precise in our
rulings that put relatives first. Instead, that rule only
applies when the need is the same between the two of
them, both in terms of time and in terms of degree of
need. We only learn that if the two of them are
entitled to the same tzedakah, then you must give to
your relative first. However, when the need of the
non-relative is more urgent and greater in itself, you
must give to him. If you give to both of them, it is a
single mitzvah of tzedakah. And even for the poor,
when they are both relatives, or both non-relatives,
we learn that you should give to whomever you wish.
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* How do we evaluate need, and whether it is real? Is it ever fair to question a poor

person’s right to our help?

* How can we evaluate whose need is greater? Do those people automatically deserve

our first attention?



* Who should our giving loyalty be to? Should it be to other Jews? Other
Americans? How can we weigh one need against another?

What is our responsibility to allow the poor to provide for themselves?

Vayikra 19:13 3 99D RPN 11
You must not defraud your neighbor, nor rob him; the TY DX 1O NHYD YN XY TN X9 Y1 DX pUyN XY
wages of the person who is hired should not remain with pa

you all night until the morning.
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down on him; for he is poor and his life depends on
it. Otherwise, he will cry out against you to the Lord
and it will be a sin for you.
« What is the connection between these two Torah texts? (Note similarities and
differences)
* Are both texts necessary? What would we not know if only one was included?

Talmud Bavli, Bava Metzia, 112 a N 237 RYO¥7% Ra2 nNoon Ha2 7Tnbn
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wages, it is as though he takes his life from him.
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other, is to strengthen your fellow Jew by giving him a
present or a loan, or by making a partnership with him, or
to find him work so that he can strengthen his hand until he

does not need to ask from others. On this it says, “and you
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should strengthen the stranger and the one who lives
among you,” which is to say strengthen him until he
doesn’t fall or need.
* How do the rabbis understand the relationship between poverty, work, and human
dignity?
* Do you agree with their interpretations, or would you interpret differently?
* What does the Rambam teach us by highlighting the importance of helping others
help themselves?



