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Relationswith the Hungry, Tzedaka & Welfare Reform

Tzedaka, the Jewish term for helping the poor, is often trandated as "charity." However, the
Hebrew root tzedek is more closely trandated as "justice” or "fairness." What is the connection
between giving to the poor and justice? Examine the following sources. Pay close attention to the
tone of these quotations.

HELPING THE POOR

Sourcesfrom the Torah
According to these sources, how do you give to the poor and what is the reason for
giving?
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And when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very corners of
your field, nor shall you gather the gleanings of your harvest. And you shall not glean
your vineyard, nor shall you gather every grape of your vineyard; you shall leave them
for the poor and stranger; | am the Lord your God. (Leviticus 19:9-10)

(Note: To glean isto gather the remains of the harvest left after the reapers collect)
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When you cut down your harvest in your field, and have forgotten a sheaf in the field,
you shall not go again to fetch it; it shall be for the stranger, for the orphan, and for the
widow; that the Lord your God may bless you in al the work of your hands... And you
shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore | command you to
do thisthing. (Deuteronomy 24:19-22)
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At the end of three years you shall bring forth all the tithe of your produce in that year,
and shall lay it up inside your gates...and the stranger, and the orphan, and the widow,
who are inside your gates, shall come, and shall eat and be satisfied; that the Lord your
God may bless you in all the work of your hand which you do. (Deuteronomy 19:28-29)

YOUR TORAH NAVIGATOR
1. What do the stranger, the orphan, and the widow all have in common?

2. What are the different reasons cited for why one should give/leave a portion to the
poor? Why does the Torah say, "And you shall remember that you were adave in the
land of Egypt"?



3. Note that the field owner is not obliged to distribute that which heisobliged give. Is
this significant?

After answering this question, study the legal code of Maimonides brought on the
following page. Maimonides was a 12th century philosopher and physician who wrote a
code of Jewish law, the Mishna Torah, based on the Rabbinic oral tradition. How does
his code reflect the Biblical passages we have just learned? How does it differ?



Maimonides, Mishna Torah, Laws of Contributionsto the Poor, Chapter 10:7
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There are eight levels of Tzedaka, each one higher than the other. The highest one of all
is when one takes the hand of one from Isragl and gives him a gift or aloan, or engages
him in a partnership, or finds him work by which he can stand on his own and not require
any charity. Thusitiswritten: "And you strengthened ths stranger who lives with you."
i.e. Strengthen him so he won't fall and need your help.

Following is a midrash (midrash is a literary technique by which the meaning of a Biblical verse
is expanded and explained) based on a verse in Proverbs. How does this midrash enhance your
under standing of the Biblical verses on the first page?
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"Do not rob the impoverished because he isimpoverished" (Proverbs 22:22) Our rabbis
taught: What isthis Biblical verse referring to? If heistruly impoverished, of what can
he be robbed? The verse must be speaking about gifts to the poor that one is obliged by
Torah to give: gleanings, sheaves of wheat that are left behind, corners of the field, and
the tithe of the poor man. The Holy One warns that a person should not rob the poor of
the gifts that are due due to them.

"Because he isimpoverished" means that it is enough that he suffers from poverty. Isit
not enough for the rich man that he livesin comfort while the poor man isin distress,
must he also rob the poor of what the Holy One has given him?

YOUR MIDRASH NAVIGATOR
1. Who owns the corners of afield?
2. According to the Midrash, from whom is the owner of the field stealing?




