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In this video, Hanan asks his father questions
about who “deserves” tzedakah with a
directness that many people feel but don’t
always articulate. Hanan’s father helps him
see that the questions Hanan asks and the
way in which he asks them are filled with
judgement and assumptions that represent the
antithesis of tzedakah.
The laws of tzedakah ask us to take a very different approach to
how we think about a minimum of 10% of our money. Tzedakah
is not about “the rich” giving to “the poor” out of the goodness
of “their” hearts. Rather, these laws apply to all of us—no matter
who we are.
As you work your way through this study guide, consider the
following questions as we examine the meaning and obligations
of tzedakah:
•

While watching the video, when did you agree with Hanan?

•

When did you agree with Daddy?

•

Whose perspectives are missing from the conversation
between Hanan and Daddy?

•

While watching the video, what gave you pause in terms of
your own views of tzedakah?

•

What makes it so hard for most of us to dedicate at least 10%
of the money we earn or receive as gifts to tzedakah?

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of
Gifts to the Poor 7:5
AJWS translation
If a poor person comes and asks
according to their need, and the giver
cannot afford to give, the giver should
give according to the giver’s ability. And
how much is that?
The greatest way to fulfill this
commandment is to give up to one fifth
of one’s wealth.
The average way to fulfill this
commandment is to give 10% of one’s
wealth.

 הלכות,משנה תורה
ה:מתנות עניים ז
בא העני ושאל די
מחסורו ואין יד הנותן
משגת נותן לו כפי
?השגת ידו וכמה
עד חמישית נכסיו מצוה
,מן המובחר
ואחד מעשרה בנכסיו
,בינוני
פחות מכאן עין רעה

Less than this is considered an evil
eye....

Maimonides says that a person should give according to their
ability. He also provides a required percentage range. He knew
that most people would give much less than 10% if they were to
determine their own ability to give. (According to a recent study,
only 49.6% of American households made charitable donations
of any amount in 2018.) A minimum of 10% requires thought and
intention, both of which are central to the tzedakah obligation.
There are many questions about what funds to include in the
minimum 10%. For example, is this 10% of a person’s wealth
before or after taxes? Can we count taxes as part of the 10% we
give? If so, how much of our taxes can we count?

Daddy explains to Hanan that his question is not about charity.

While these are legitimate questions, delving into these details is
beyond the scope of this study guide. In addition, these questions
too often provide an excuse to keep us from fulfilling the basic
needs of others.

DADDY: I think it’s a question of Tzedakah.

Tzedakah is a Responsibility

HANAN: You mean Tzedakah? Charity?

Daddy notes that tzedakah is a responsibility. He also explains
that the most desirable way to give tzedakah is to do so from a
place of both love and responsibility.

Defining the Term

DADDY: …Tzedakah is not exactly charity.
•

The Hebrew root of the word tzedakah is tzedek/ צדקwhich
means righteousness.

•

Charity is a translation of the Greek word agapē which
means love.

•

Though it is considered better to give from a place of love,
tzedakah is not an act that depends on the kindness of our
hearts. In Jewish law, tzedakah is an obligation.
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DADDY: When you see a person in need and you feel for that
person and want to help them, you’re giving charity. It’s an act
of love. Tzedekah has charity built into it, but tzedakah has an
additional ingredient. Tzedakah comes from the root word tzedek,
which means justice.
HANAN: What does giving to a poor person have to do with
justice?
DADDY: It’s about recognizing that we have what we have because
we are fortunate. And when we see someone who is struggling to
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make ends meet, it’s not just a nice thing for us to help them out;
it’s also our responsibility, it’s our duty, because it’s justice. It’s the
fair and the right thing to do.

Rabbi Jill Jacobs, There Shall Be No Needy, page 43
While the Bible itself does not use the word tzedakah to
refer to mandated monetary gifts to the poor, the early
Rabbis – beginning in the first centuries of the Common Era –
assume that tzedakah does refer to such financial assistance.
Given that the Rabbis do not find it necessary to justify this
definition of tzedakah, we may assume that the association of
the term with charitable giving was already well established
by the beginning of the Common Era.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
Tzedakah means both justice and charity, because we believe
that they go hand in hand. Justice is impersonal; charity
is personal…That is the meaning of tzedakah, an act that
combines both justice and love. Giving to others is one of
the most beautiful things we can do, and one of the most
creative. We create possibilities for other people. We soften
some of the rough edges of the world. We help alleviate
poverty and pain. We give God the sacrifice He most desires
of us: that we honor His image in other people. Nothing more
marks Judaism as a religion of love than its emphasis on
tzedakah. We do not accept poverty, hunger, homelessness
or disease as God’s will. To the contrary, God’s will is that we
heal these fractures in His world. As God feeds the hungry,
so must we. As God heals the sick, so must we. We become
good by doing good. We walk in God’s ways by acting out of
love. (full piece here)

Both Daddy and Rabbi Sacks remind us that how we give
tzedakah is important. They describe a model of an exemplary
approach to giving tzedakah. Many texts remind us of the
importance of kindness and love in giving tzedakah.

Though the word tzedakah often is used interchangeably with
gemilut hasadim, technically, tzedakah is a subset of gemilut
hasadim/acts of kindness. As we have seen, there is a prescribed
required amount for tzedakah. There is no prescribed required
amount for gemilut hasadim since it must be done as needs arise
and each person is expected to do what they are able.
•

Using the Talmud text, draw a chart or diagram to help you
distinguish between tzedakah and gemilut hasadim. Note that
gemilut hasadim would include mitzvot such as burying the
dead, visiting someone who is sick, comforting mourners, and
welcoming guests, without regard to the financial needs of
the recipient.

•

Why might tzedakah have a prescribed amount while gemilut
hasadim does not have one?
Have you ever considered an act of gemilut hesed to be part
of your tzedakah? How would these texts respond?

•

How might the combination of love and justice be
transformative for individuals and for society?

•

•

Every sentence in the preceding quote from Rabbi Sacks is
important. Which one speaks to you most deeply?

When Giving: Dignity of the Recipient is More Important than
Love from the Donor

Tzedakah is a Subset of Gemilut Hasadim/Acts of Kindness
Talmud Sukkah 49b

ב:סוכה מט

The Sages taught that gemilut
hasadim/acts of kindness are greater than tzedakah in three respects:

ֹלׁשה ְּד ָב ִרים
ָ ָּתנּו ַר ָּבנַ ן ִּב ְׁש
יֹותר ִמן
ֵ דֹולה ּגְ ִמילּות ֲח ָס ִדים
ָ ְּג
ַה ְּצ ָד ָקה

Tzedakah can be performed only
with one’s money, while gemilut
hasadim can be performed both
with one’s person and with one’s
money.

ְצ ָד ָקה ְּב ָממֹונֹו ּגְ ִמילּות ֲח ָס ִדים
ֵּבין ְּבגּופֹו ֵּבין ְּב ָממֹונֹו

Tzedakah is given to the poor, while
gemilut hasadim is performed both
for the poor and for the rich.
Tzedakah is given to the living,
while gemilut hasadim is performed
both for the living and for the dead.
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ְצ ָד ָקה ָל ֲענִ ּיִ ים ּגְ ִמילּות ֲח ָס ִדים
ֵּבין ָל ֲענִ ּיִ ים ֵּבין ָל ֲע ִׁש ִירים
ְצ ָד ָקה ַל ַחּיִ ים ּגְ ִמילּות ֲח ָס ִדים
ֵּבין ַל ַחּיִ ים ֵּבין ַל ֵּמ ִתים

There are many ways to give tzedakah. Some are considered at a
higher level than others.
The classic text that outlines these levels is Maimonides’ eight
levels of tzedakah. Note that the word “love” is not found in his
list. Even more than love from the person giving tzedakah, it is
the dignity of the recipient that is at the center of the Jewish
view of tzedakah.
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Maimonides Mishneh Torah, Laws of
Gifts to the Poor 10:7-14 (Translation
based on Sefaria)
There are eight levels of tzedakah,
one above the other.
1. The greatest level that has nothing
above it is to strengthen the hand of
a Jew who has become poor and give
them a gift or loan or create a partnership with them or make up some
work for them, so as to strengthen
their hand until they do not [any longer] need to ask others [for help] …
meaning, strengthen them until they
no [longer] fall or are in need.
2. Lower than that is when one
gives tzedakah to the poor and does
not know to whom one is giving,
and the poor person does not know
from whom they are taking – since,
behold, this is [performance of] the
commandment for its own sake…
3. Lower than that is when the giver
knows to whom they are giving, but
the poor person does not know from
whom they are taking…
4. Lower than that is when the poor
person knows from whom they took
and the giver does not know [the
recipient] …
5. Lower than that is when one
gives it to them directly into their
hand before the person asks.

 הלכות מתנות,משנה תורה
יד-ז:עניים י
ְׁשמֹונֶ ה ַמ ֲעלֹות יֵ ׁש ַּב ְּצ ָד ָקה זֹו
.ְל ַמ ְע ָלה ִמּזֹו
דֹולה ֶׁש ֵאין
ָ ְמ ֲע ָלה ּג1
ַ
ְל ַמ ְע ָלה ִמ ֶּמּנָ ה זֶ ה ַה ַּמ ֲחזִ יק
נֹותן לֹו
ֵ ְְּביַ ד יִ ְׂש ָר ֵאל ֶׁש ָּמְך ו
עֹוׂשה
ֶ ַמ ָּתנָ ה אֹו ַה ְלוָ ָאה אֹו
ִעּמֹו ֻׁש ָּתפּות אֹו ַמ ְמ ִציא לֹו
אכה ְּכ ֵדי ְל ַחּזֵ ק ֶאת יָ דֹו
ָ ְמ ָל
ַעד ֶׁשּלֹא יִ ְצ ָט ֵרְך ַל ְּב ִרּיֹות
לֹומר ַה ֲחזֵ ק ּבֹו ַעד
ַ  ְּכ...ִל ְׁשאל
:ֶׁשּלֹא יִ ּפל וְ יִ ְצ ָט ֵרְך
ּנֹותן ְצ ָד ָקה
ֵ ּפחֹות ִמּזֶ ה ַה2
ָ
ָל ֲענִ ּיִ ים וְ לֹ א יָ ַדע ְל ִמי נָ ַתן וְ לֹ א
 ֶׁש ֲה ֵרי זֹו.יָ ַדע ֶה ָענִ י ִמ ִּמי ָל ַקח
…ִמ ְצוָ ה ִל ְׁש ָמּה
ּנֹותן
ֵ ּפחֹות ִמּזֶ ה ֶׁשּיֵ ַדע ַה3
ָ
ְל ִמי יִ ֵּתן וְ לֹ א יֵ ַדע ֶה ָענִ י ִמ ִּמי
…ָל ַקח
ּפחֹות ִמּזֶ ה ֶׁשּיֵ ַדע ֶה ָענִ י4
ָ
…ּנֹותן
ֵ ִמ ִּמי נָ ַטל וְ לֹ א יֵ ַדע ַה
ּפחֹות ִמּזֶ ה ֶׁשּיִ ֵּתן לֹו ְּביָ דֹו5
ָ
:ֹק ֶדם ֶׁשּיִ ְׁש ַאל

ּפחֹות ִמּזֶ ה ֶׁשּיִ ֵּתן לֹו ָּפחֹות7
ָ
:ִמן ָה ָראּוי ְּב ֵס ֶבר ָּפנִ ים יָ פֹות

The highest level clearly gets to the root of poverty. Whenever
possible, it is preferable to prevent a person from requiring
the support of others.

•

In levels 4 through 8, the person who receives the money
knows the identity of the giver. Giving in a way that one’s
identity is known to the recipient is less desirable and should
be avoided, if possible.

•

A sensitivity to the feelings of the person receiving
tzedakah is key to understanding this ladder. It is also key
to understanding Judaism’s entire approach to tzedakah.

The dignity of the recipient always stands at the center of
teachings about tzedakah. The feelings of the giver are not
at the center, especially if the emotional needs of the person
giving tzedakah impinge on the dignity of the person who
receives it.
Daddy understands the connection between tzedakah and
dignity.
DADDY: You need to give in a way where you do your best to
actually help her in the best way possible, while preserving her
dignity. It requires the highest level of tzedakah. Strengthen her,
until she has the ability to start supporting herself. Give her a job,
give her money to start a business, pay for her education... There
are lots of ways.
•

Read Maimonides’s eight levels from the perspective of the
dignity of the recipient. Do you agree that the lower the level
the less the dignity of the recipient is preserved? Are there
places where you disagree? Explain.

•

There is nothing fundamentally wrong with thanking or
publicly honoring people who give tzedakah, as long as it is
done in a way that does not embarrass or encroach on the
dignity of the recipients. How can we acknowledge donors
and still respect the dignity of recipients?

•

Might there be a connection between love on the part of the
person giving and dignity of the person receiving? If so, how?

:ּפחֹות ִמּזֶ ה ֶׁשּיִ ֵּתן לֹו ְּב ֶע ֶצב8
ָ

7. Lower than that is when one gives
less than what is fit, [but] with a
pleasant demeanor.
8. Lower than that is when one
gives it to another sadly.
(Maimonides’ complete eight levels of tzedakah can be found
here, which includes examples for levels 2 through 4.)
All eight levels are considered tzedakah. All, except the first
level, explicitly assume that one person gives money to another.
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•

ּפחֹות ִמּזֶ ה ֶׁשּיִ ֵּתן לֹו ַא ַחר6
ָ
:ֶׁשּיִ ְׁש ַאל

6. Lower than that is when one
gives it to the person after the person asks.

•
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The Unique Dignity of Each Person
With tzedakah, there is a power imbalance between the one
giving and the one receiving. Our sages understood that the
person receiving is especially vulnerable emotionally. They taught
that special care must be made regarding the dignity of the
recipient. They also recognize that dignity is complicated,
because it is unique to each person. An essential aspect of
tzedakah is the obligation to preserve the dignity of each
person who receives it.
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Pirkei Avot 2:15
Rabbi Eliezer says: Let
other people’s dignity be as
precious to you as your own.

Talmud, Hagiga 5a
What does the verse
“Whether it be good,
or whether it be evil”
(Ecclesiastes 12:14) mean?
The school of Rabbi Yannai
said it refers to someone
who gives tzedakah to a
poor person in public. Rabbi
Yannai said “It would have
been better for you to have
given the poor person
nothing than to have given
[in the way that you did] for
you gave [in a way] which
humiliated him.

טו:פרקי אבות ב
 יְ ִהי ְכבֹוד ֲח ֵב ְרָך,אֹומר
ֵ ַר ִּבי ֱא ִל ֶיעזֶ ר
ָח ִביב ָע ֶליָך ְּכ ֶׁש ָּלְך

א:חגיגה ה

Anyone who humiliates
another in public, it is as
though he were spilling
blood.

כל המלבין פני חבירו ברבים כאילו
שופך דמים

ב:ברכות נח
 ִּד ְס ַבר ִּד ְיל ָמא,וְ ָלא ְׁש ַקל יְ ָדא ִמן ִּכ ָיסא
טֹובים וְ ַא ְּד ָמטּו ֵליּה ְל ִכ ָיסא
ִ ָא ֵתי ָענֵ י ַּבר
.ָקא ִמ ְּכ ִסיף

The context in which this final story appears is a description
of Rav Hana’s home, destroyed and in disrepair. The sages,
upon seeing his home, remember Rav Hana’s great wealth and
4 | Tzedakah

•

What is so problematic about giving directly to another person
in a public way?

•

Rav Hana gives directly, yet also takes the feeling of the
recipient into consideration in a way that we may emulate. He
understands that fumbling in our wallets—sometimes finding
smaller bills and sometimes not—can be embarrassing for the
recipient. Have you considered putting designated tzedakah
money in your pocket, ready to give if asked?

•

That which is embarrassing to one person may not be
embarrassing to another. How might we discern what it
means to preserve the dignity of a specific person? How
might power dynamics or previous income level come into
play when making that discernment?

Dignity/ – כבודA Quality Humans Share with The Divine

ב:בבא מציעה נח

[Rav Hana] always kept his
hand in his pocket [holding
money for the purpose of
giving tzedakah] thinking:
Perhaps a poor person
who was once well-off
might come [and need
some money] and [Rav
Hana understood that he
could save time if his hand
was already in his pocket.
He knew that in the time
it took] until he put his
hand in his pocket to give
tzedakah, the person could
be embarrassed.

generosity in earlier times and mourn upon seeing the ruins. This
may help us understand their description of Rav Hana’s concern
for the unique dignity of someone who had once been well-off
and now needs the financial support of the community.

ַמאי ִאם טֹוב וְ ִאם ָרע ָא ְמ ִרי ְּד ֵבי ַר ִּבי
ּנֹותן ְצ ָד ָקה ְל ָענִ י ְּב ַפ ְר ֶה ְסיָ א
ֵ יַ ּנַ אי זֶ ה ַה
ִּכי ָהא ְּד ַר ִּבי יַ ּנַ אי ַחזְ יֵ יּה ְל ָההּוא ּגַ ְב ָרא
ְּד ָקא יָ ֵהיב זּוזָ א ְל ָענִ י ְּב ַפ ְר ֶה ְסיָ א ֲא ַמר
מּוטב ְּד ָלא יְ ַה ְב ְּת ֵליּה ֵמ ַה ְׁש ָּתא
ָ ֵליּה
ִּד ַיה ְב ְּת ֵליּה וְ ַכ ֵּס ְפ ֵּתיּה

Talmud, Bava Metzia 58b

Talmud, Brachot 58b
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The Hebrew word kavod/ כבודmeans “dignity, respect, or honor”
when referring to people. When this word is used regarding God,
it often is translated as “Presence.” Kavod/ כבודis shared by both
humans and The Divine. Perhaps a key to being sensitive to the
dignity of other people can be found in recognizing that all people
are connected to The Divine through this intangible but essential
concept of kavod/כבוד.
The concept of kavod/ כבודis a reminder that all people,
regardless of their circumstances, are made in the Image
of The Divine who shares the quality of kavod/ כבודwith
humans.
When Hanan talks about the woman in the article, he makes
assumptions that separate him from her. Teachings on tzedakah
and dignity ask us to see and act from our shared humanity. We
are all connected to The Divine.
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Leviticus Rabbah 34:4
The One who made this
person poor can make that
person rich, and The One
who made the other rich can
make that one poor. If the
rich person says [mockingly]
to that poor person: “Why
don’t you 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!”
Then the Holy One says to
the rich person: “It’s not
enough that you haven’t
given anything of yours to
the poor person? Must you
also set an evil eye [a curse]
upon that which I have given
to that person?”
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Maimonides, Mishneh Torah,
Laws of Gifts to the Poor 7:7

ד:ויקרא רבה לד
ִמי ֶׁש ָע ָׂשה זֶ ה ָענִ י יָ כֹול ַל ֲעׂשֹותֹו ָע ִׁשיר
ּומי ֶׁש ָע ָׂשה ָלזֶ ה ָע ִׁשיר יָ כֹול ַל ֲעׂשֹותֹו
ִ
 ָא ַמר ֶה ָע ִׁשיר ְלאֹותֹו ֶה ָענִ י ֵלית,ָענִ י
 ָח ֵמי, ָח ֵמי ָׁש ְקיָ ין,ַא ְּת ָאזֵ יל ָל ֵעי וְ נָ גֵ יס
 ָא ַמר לֹו, ָח ֵמי ֻק ְפ ָרן, ָח ֵמי ָּכ ְר ָסוָ ן,ְּכ ָר ִעין
ַה ָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּוְך הּוא לֹ א ַּדּיָ ְך ֶׁשּלֹא נָ ַת ָּת
 ֶא ָּלא ַּב ֶּמה ֶׁשּנָ ַת ִּתי,אּומה
ָ לֹו ִמ ֶּׁש ָּלְך ְמ
,לֹו ַא ָּתה ַמ ְכנִ יס לֹו ַעיִ ן ָר ָעה

A poor person who goes
begging should not be given
a large donation, but a small
one. One must never turn
away a poor person who is
asking empty-handed, even
if you give him a dry fig [i.e.
something minimal]. As it is
written (Psalm 74:21): “Don’t
let the downtrodden turn
away in shame.”

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah,
Laws of Gifts to the Poor 10:5
If a poor person requests
[money] from you and you
have nothing to give, comfort
the person with words. It is
forbidden to speak harshly
to a poor person or to raise
your voice in a shout.

This imagined rebuke from the Holy One of a “rich person”
judging a “poor person” could be directed at Hanan’s rush to
judgement. This text assumes that, on some level, all of the skills
and resources we have are gifts. We don’t know another person’s
full story. All we can know is that none of us are superior to
another human being.
•

Kavod/ כבודmeans “dignity,” “honor,” “respect,” and
“presence.” What might be the connection between these
meanings?

•

How does making assumptions about other people have the
potential to impinge on their dignity?

•

Why might there be such strong warnings against
embarrassing another person in public?
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וְ ָענִ י ַה ְמ ַחּזֵ ר ַעל ַה ְּפ ָת ִחים ֵאין נִ זְ ָק ִקין
נֹותנִ ין לֹו ַמ ָּתנָ ה
ְ לֹו ְל ַמ ָּתנָ ה ְמ ֻר ָּבה ֲא ָבל
 וְ ָאסּור ְל ַה ֲחזִ יר ֶאת ֶה ָענִ י ֶׁש ָּׁש ַאל.ֻמ ֶע ֶטת
נֹותן לֹו ּגְ רֹוגֶ ֶרת ַא ַחת
ֵ ֵר ָיקם וַ ֲא ִפּלּו ַא ָּתה
“אל יָ ׁשֹ ב ַּדְך
ַ ֶׁשּנֶ ֱא ַמר תהילים עד כא
:”נִ ְכ ָלם

ה: הלכות מתנות עניים י,משנה תורה
ָׁש ַאל ֶה ָענִ י ִמ ְּמָך וְ ֵאין ְּביָ ְדָך ְּכלּום ִל ֵּתן
.לֹו ַּפּיְ ֵסהּו ִּב ְד ָב ִרים
יּה קֹולֹו
ַ וְ ָאסּור ִלגְ ֹער ְּב ָענִ י אֹו ְל ַהגְ ִּב
.ָע ָליו ִּב ְצ ָע ָקה

Rabbi Noam Zion, Shalom Hartman Institute
For Maimonides, responding positively to… [a person asking
for money] is an expression of compassion, not a provision of
material needs. It is loving kindness more than tzedakah that
is commanded here.

Rabbi Noam Zion, Shalom Hartman Institute
Maimonides seeks to have it both ways: do not undermine
the organized welfare system by giving large gifts that
encourage entrepreneurial begging, but do not harden your
heart in the day-to-day interchanges when human beings ask
to be seen and to be cared for.

More than a Provision of Material Needs
Many sources suggest that giving directly to a person who asks
for money (in a discreet and respectful way) is not just about the
actual gift, as the following texts indicate:

ז: הלכות מתנות עניים ז,משנה תורה

•

Rabbi Zion shows us that Maimonides has a nuanced
approach to tzedakah. Maimonides is concerned about
hardening our hearts to others in day-to-day interchanges.
Why is hardening our hearts dangerous, especially in relation
to the mitzvah of tzedakah?

•

Rabbi Zion speaks of supporting a bigger “welfare system.”
Which agencies or organizations do you trust to do
transformative work with individuals and within in our society
that nobody can do alone? What about them do you trust?
How do you make that discernment?
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others in a negative way, especially regarding choices others
make regarding money?

Judging Others Reflects Poorly on the Person Doing the
Judging
DADDY: When a person judges, Hanan, it just shows that they
are blind. Blind about the person they are judging, and more
importantly blind about themselves…

•

What might Hanan not know about the mother in the article?

•

How do you respond to Daddy’s comment to Hanan? “I
personally know many middle class and rich people who are
lazy, but they don’t suffer the same consequences for their
laziness.”

•

Do any of the texts in this section feel especially true to you?

DADDY: I’m saying that no one, not even the most successful
people, can succeed on their own, Hanan. Everyone benefits
from the support they receive.
HANAN: Are you saying the woman in the article is not lazy?
DADDY: I don’t know her, so I don’t know if she’s lazy or not. It’s
not for me to judge. What I do know is that I personally know
many middle class and rich people who are lazy, but they don’t
suffer the same consequences for their laziness. Have you ever
considered that maybe she never even had a chance?
Hanan is convinced that he knows what is wrong with the
mother he read about in the article. He is judging someone he
doesn’t know, based on one article, which very likely does not tell
the entire story. His judgement and his sense of superiority blind
him to the humanity of the person he is judging; they reflect a
blindness to his own limitations.
Pirkei Avot 1:6
Judge every person favorably.

Pirkei Avot 4:3
He [Ben Azzai] used to
say: do not be dismissive
of any person, and do not
discriminate against anything,
for there is no person that
doesn’t have their hour, and
there is no thing that doesn’t
have its place.

ו:פרקי אבות א
וֶ ֱהוֵ י ָדן ֶאת ָּכל ָה ָא ָדם ְל ַכף זְ כּות

ג:פרקי אבות ד
, ַאל ְּת ִהי ָבז ְל ָכל ָא ָדם,אֹומר
ֵ הּוא ָהיָ ה
 ֶׁש ֵאין ְלָך,וְ ַאל ְּת ִהי ַמ ְפ ִליג ְל ָכל ָּד ָבר
ָא ָדם ֶׁש ֵאין לֹו ָׁש ָעה וְ ֵאין ְלָך ָד ָבר ֶׁש ֵאין
:לֹו ָמקֹום

Aaron of Apt, late 1700s, Keter Shem Tov, page 21b
The Ba’al Shem Tov said: “It is not good for a person to be
alone, for one cannot know one’s own defects. By observing
the acts which one dislikes in a fellow, one can see one’s own
defects as in a mirror. A person would not have been given
the opportunity to note the friend’s offense if the person had
not been unconsciously guilty to some degree of the same
offense... (Rabbi Aaron of Apt wrote about the teachings of
the founder of Hasidut, The Ba’al Shem Tov)
•

Why is it so easy for Hanan and for many of us to judge
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For more on the topic of judgement, see Hanan Harchol’s video
and the study guide on Judging Favorably.
Due Diligence
Jewish law does not require that we abandon any sense
of discernment or that we give large amounts of money
indiscriminately to anyone who asks for it. We are expected to be
discerning, but we are not to allow the need for discernment to
keep us from giving tzedakah.
Talmud, Ketubot 67b
Rabbi Abba used to put
money in his scarf, sling it on
his back, and place himself
at the disposal of the poor.
He cast his eye, however,
sideways, as a precaution
against swindlers.

Leviticus Rabbah 34:14
One [Rabbi] says that
careful inquiry [regarding
the legitimacy of the need]
should be made in regard to
those who ask for clothing,
but no inquiries should be
made in regard to food. The
other [Rabbis] say that in
regard to clothing also no
inquiries should be made.

ב:כתובות סז
רבי אבא הוה צייר זוזי בסודריה ושדי
ליה לאחוריה וממצי נפשיה לבי עניי
ומצלי עיניה מרמאי

יד:ויקרא רבה לד
,ִּכי ִת ְר ֶאה ָע ֹרם וְ ִכ ִּסיתֹו )ישעיה נח
ז ַ(ר ִּבי ַא ָּדא ַּבר ַא ֲה ָבה וְ ַרב וְ ַר ִּבי
 ַחד ָא ַמר ְמ ַד ְק ְּד ִקין ִּב ְכסּות וְ ֵאין,יֹוחנָ ן
ָ
אֹומ ִרים
ְ  וַ ֲח ָכ ִמים.ְמ ַד ְק ְּד ִקין ְּב ַחּיֵ י נֶ ֶפׁש
ַאף ִּב ְכסּות ֵאינָ ן ְמ ַד ְק ְּד ִקין

The texts above are examples of many in which we see that the
Rabbis understand both the responsibility to give and also the
need to be discerning. They recognize that finding the balance is
not always easy, and they respectfully disagree on how to find that
balance. The important point is that they engage in the conversation, not as an excuse to avoid giving, but as a way to give in what
they hope will be the most effective and dignified way possible.
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education? If you think it is a good suggestion, how might
they go about making that investment? If you don’t think it is
a good idea, what other ideas do you have?

Discernment as an Excuse Not to Give
Sometimes the need for discernment becomes an excuse not to
give.
•
Rebbe Chaim of Sanz, Poland (1793-1876)
The merit of tzedakah is so great that I am happy to give
to 100 beggars even if only one might actually be needy.
Some people, however, act as if they are exempt from giving
tzedakah to one hundred beggars in the event that one might
be a fraud.

•

Does this teaching help you think differently about giving?
Explain why or why not.

Giving Tzedakah Involves Thoughtfulness and Creativity
HANAN: …The reality is that, considering her history and
situation, is that really going to work? I think she’s trapped,
Daddy. I think she’s stuck.
DADDY: I think you’re right. Which means we have to be
especially creative. I think I would contribute to her son’s
education.
HANAN: But I thought it’s about her?
DADDY: She’s a mother, Hanan. And she loves her son. And I
think the first step, the thing that will give her the most hope and
strength right now, is not giving her money. What she wants is for
her child to be happy and have every opportunity.
In this case, both Hanan and Daddy eventually judge that the
mother is stuck, based on nothing more than a newspaper article.
In reality, we often don’t have enough information about individual
situations to truly know what would be helpful to another person,
especially if we don’t have the opportunity to speak with that
person. But rather than let these assumptions provide an
excuse not to help, Daddy shows Hanan how to think more
creatively about how to help both the mother and her child.

Rabbi Jacobs asks us to think in terms of systemic change.
Daddy’s thinking in terms of breaking a family cycle of poverty
is one way to approach systemic change. How does this
systemic approach impact how you think about tzedakah?

A Word About Language
We have tried to avoid words like “beggar,” “the poor,” “the
needy,” etc. in this study guide, as they define a person in a very
narrow and often negative way. People who persevere despite
a very difficult situation might also be described as “resilient,”
“creative,” or “resourceful.” However, the very words we tried to
avoid are found extensively within the original texts. We believe
that it is important to acknowledge that this aspect of these texts
may not be helpful.
For modern texts or commentaries on the topic of tzedakah, such
as this study guide, we can try to be aware of how we define and
unintentionally stigmatize people. Note that when Hanan talks
about giving tzedakah, he constantly talks about “poor people” or
“people in need.” Daddy, on the other hand, is more likely to say
“people.”
DADDY: Tzedakah is not charity. It’s not about your willingness
to indulge in people’s requests. Tzedakah is not about you. Do
you think people wake up in the morning excited to ask you for
money?...
HANAN: Well, like I said, if a poor person asks me for money, I’ll
consider giving them some.
The ways in which we refer to other people shape our perception
as well as our feelings.
•

Read the dialogue above using “poor people” instead of
“people” in Daddy’s part and “person” instead of “poor
person” in Hanan’s part. How does this change how you feel
about the theoretical person who asked for money?

Rabbi Jill Jacobs, There Shall Be No Needy, page 43

Giving is Part of Being Alive

“In addition to being a means of meeting...immediate
physical needs…, tzedakah ideally aims to transform
the system into one that is more equitable for the most
vulnerable members of society.”

DADDY: …We are constantly receiving; we are constantly
benefitting from this world, with every breath that we take,
whether we want to acknowledge it or not. And being part of
this world also means that we all have a responsibility to give.
Even a person who receives tzedakah has a responsibility to
give. Because giving is part of being alive. When we give, we
overcome the feeling of always needing more and the fear of
not wanting to give anything up, and we can begin to create. It’s
something that is inside of each of us; we just need to return to
it. Tzedakah, giving, allows us to see that, in reality, we are all

•

Is it fair that both Hanan and Daddy agree that the mother is
“stuck”?

•

How do you feel about the suggestion to invest in the child’s
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that mother who wants nothing more than to know that her child
is OK.
Covenant & Conversation, Pekudei (5771), taken from The
Way of Tzedakah: Love as Justice (based on the teachings of
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks)
There is a fascinating feature of the geography of the land of
Israel. It contains two seas: the Sea of Galilee and the Dead
Sea. The Sea of Galilee is full of life: fish, birds, vegetation.
The Dead Sea, as its name implies, is not. Yet they are fed by
the same river, the Jordan. The difference is that the Sea of
Galilee receives water at one end and gives out water at the
other. The Dead Sea receives but does not give. The Jordan
ends there. To receive but not to give is, in Jewish geography
as well as Jewish psychology, simply not life. To live is to give.

This legend is the conclusion to Daddy’s lesson to Hanan. He
reminds Hanan that we all receive. As a result, in order to thrive
we must give. All of us. Even a person who receives tzedakah
must give tzedakah.
Maimonides, Mishneh Torah,
Laws of Gifts to the Poor 7:5
Even a poor person who is
supported by tzedakah is
obligated to give tzedakah to
another.

ה: הלכות מתנות עניים ז,משנה תורה
ואפילו עני המתפרנס מן הצדקה חייב
ליתן צדקה לאחר

The following poem by Danny Siegel is a commentary on this
teaching from Maimonides. He reminds us of something that
both Hanan and Daddy missed: The mother is the expert
regarding her own life.
•

What if the voices of those impacted by tzedakah and
social policy decisions were at the table when those
decisions were made?

•

How can we move beyond thinking and talking about
people in terms of “us” and “them”? Beyond “the poor”
and “the well-off”? Beyond “those who give” and “those
who receive”?
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Even a Poor Man
Even a poor man must give Tzedakah
He knows what it is like:
He knows the people,
where it is best to give,
and how much.
Better than we know.
He is our Rebbi –
we should follow him on his rounds.
Danny Siegel

