
Tzedakah
Righteous Giving

The Review
Before we begin, here are a few of the big ideas 
about tzedakah that we suspect you have already 
learned.

[1] The word “charity” comes from the Latin word 
“caritas,” which means loving and caring. The 
Hebrew word “tzedakah” comes from the root 
“” which means righteous or just. Charity is a 
matter of feeling; tzedakah is a matter of obligation. 
(YAD, HILKHOT DEYOT 8:1)

[2] The giving of tzedakah is a mitzvah, a com-
mandment. It is rooted in Deuteronomy 15.8, “YOU 
MUST OPEN YOUR HAND TO A NEIGHBOR AND LEND 
THAT WHICH WILL COVER HIS (OR HER) NEEDS.” The 
rabbis taught that if you are able to aid someone 
who is in need and you fail to do so, you have 
violated a Torah rule. (SEFER HA-HINUCH 478) 

[3] The real roots of tzedakah are found in the 
obligations of tithing taught in the Torah. A biblical 
farmer could not keep everything he grew. The 
farmer was required to leave the corners of the 
field, the ungathered and forgotten crops, the 

imperfect fruit, the fallen produce, and the tithe 
for the poor—so that those in need could come 
and glean food for themselves. The idea comes 
from the Bible where it says, “THE EARTH IS 
THE ETERNALS—AND EVERYTHING THAT IS FOUND 
THERE” (Psalms 24:1). That which we have and 
use we do not actually own—we only have tempo-
rary control of the things of the earth. Everything 
belongs to God, and we have an obligation share 
what we temporarily have.

[4] A person should give ten percent of their 
income as tzedakah. Anyone who can afford to 
give ten percent and does not is considered to 
be cheap. No one should give more than twenty 
percent of their income as tzedakah (unless they 
are extraordinarily wealthy). (YD 249.1)

[5] Tzedakah involves the use of money or of other 
goods to help people in need. Other ways of help-
ing people are considered to be acts of gemilut 
hasidim (acts of loving kindness). A loan given at 
no interest, even though you will eventually get 
your money back, is considered to be a very 
high level of tzedakah because it helps people 
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help themselves. 
(YAD, LAWS OF 
GIFTS TO THE 
POOR 10:7)

[6] Tzedakah is 
both a personal 
obligation and 
something every 
Jewish commu-
nity is supposed 
to do. Individuals 
have an obligation 
to give a portion 
of their income. 
Communities 
have an obligation 
to have a tzeda-
kah fund and to 
provide a series of 
services to those 
who are in need. 
(YAD, LAWS OF 
GIFTS TO THE 
POOR).

[7] It is important 
to give tzedakah 
in a way that pre-
serves the 
reciepent’s digni-
ty. (BAVA METZIA 
58B)

[8] A very 
famous text 
about tzedakah 
(which we will 
review) is 
Maimonides’ 
eight rungs of 
giving. (YAD, 
LAWS OF GIFTS 
TO THE POOR 
10:7)
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One who withholds tzedakah from the needy 
withdraws herself or himself from the light of 

the Shekhinah and the light of Law. 
(JACOB BEN ASHER, TUR YOREH DEAH)
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Hevruta Learning
A hevruta is a very small study group, usually just two students, sometimes three or four. One way to study the following five texts is in hevruta. Try to 
explain each text in your own words. Ask any question you think of. Talk about ideas you really like and ideas that give you trouble. Decide which text is 
your favorite and why.

[1] Rabbi Yohanan was walking on the outskirts of Jerusalem, and Rabbi Yehoshua was following behind him. 
They came to the ruins of the Holy Temple. Rabbi Yehoshua said, “We are ruined. The place that atoned for our 
sins is destroyed.”

“My son,” said Rabbi Yohanan, “We still have another means of atonement that is equal to the Temple—hesed 
(deeds of tzedakah and lovingkindness). After all, we have been taught that God said, ‘LOVINGKINDNESS IS WHAT I 
WANT, NOT SACRIFICES’” (Hosea 6:6).” (Avot D’Reb Natan, ch. 4)

[2] If there be among you a needy person, another human within any of your gates, in your land that the Eternal, 
your God gives you, you shall not harden your heart nor shut your hand from your needy brother or sister. 
(Deuteronomy 15:7)

[3] Turnusrufus, a wicked Roman governer of Judea, asked Rabbi Akiva, “If your God loves the poor, why doesn’t 
God support them?”

Akiva answered, “In order that we should be saved from gehenom by giving them tzedakah.” (Gehenom is a 
place, something like hell, that has been part of traditional Jewish belief.)

“Just the opposite,” said Turnusrufus. “This will make you deserve gehenom. I will give you a parable. A mortal 
king grew angry at his servant. The king had his servant bound in prison and ordered that no one give him food 
or drink. A certain man went and gave him food. When the king hears about this, how will he react? Won’t 
he be angry? And you are called servants, as it is taught in your Torah, ‘FOR ME THE FAMILIES-OF-ISRAEL ARE SERVANTS’ 
(Leviticus 25:55).”

Rabbi Akiva told him, “I will give you a parable. A mortal king grew angry at his son. The king had his son bound 
in prison and ordered that no one give him food or drink. A certain man went and gave him food. When the king 
hears about this, how will he react? Won’t he send him presents? And we are called children, as it is written, ‘YOU ARE 
THE CHILDREN OF THE ETERNAL, YOUR GOD’ (Deuteronomy 14:1).” (Bava Batra 10a)

[4] One of the heads of the House of Rothschild was once asked how much his great fortune totaled. He reached 
into a drawer and took out a book that contained careful entries of all his charitable contributions. Patiently, he 
added the figures and then gave the sum total as his wealth. Believing he had taken the wrong book by mistake, his 
secretary handed him the general ledger. Rothschild gently said, “Never fear; I know that I own all kinds of mines 
and properties, business ventures and securities. But the mines may be flooded and the properties confiscated; 
war can disrupt my business enterprises and render all my securities worthless. Only the figures in my tzedakah 
book record what is really mine. This I am worth; this nobody can take away from me.” (Ethics from Sinai, vol. 
3, p.159)

[5] Rabbi Hayyim of Tzanz said the following about fraudulent beggars: “The merit of tzedakah is so great that 
I am happy to give to one hundred 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.” 
(Darkai Hayyim, p. 137)

[6] Tzedakah saves a person from death. (Proverbs 10.2)
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Maimonides Rungs of Tzedakah
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Maimonides examined a collection of 
Jewish values about the giving of tze-
dakah and assembled a “ladder of 
tzedakah,” which teaches that some 
ways of giving are better than others. 
Number 8 is the best form of giving; 
number 1 is the least-best way. 

[8] The giver helps others to help them-
selves.

[7] The giver and the receiver do not know 
each other.

[6] The receiver is known but the giver is 
unknown.

[5] The giver is known but the receiver is 
unknown.

[4] The giver and receiver know each 
other, but the gift is given before the 
request is made.

[3] The giver gives after the request is 
made.

[2] The giver gives less than is proper but 
does it with a smile. 

[1] The giver gives unwillingly.

HILKHOT MATNOT ANIYIM 10:7-14

NOTE: Levels 1, 2, and 3 assume that 
the giver and receiver are known to each 
other.

1. List at least three of the values that can be learned 
from Maimonides eight levels of giving.

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

A Commentary
The lowest level refers to someone who gives with the illusion of 
cheer but with displeasure in the heart. Anyone who gives with 
obvious displeasure loses all credit and does not make it into the 
eight levels. (Y.D. 249.3, 9)

2. What does this rule from the Shulhan Arukh add to our understanding of the obligation 
of giving Tzedakah?

___________________________________________

Stories
A fruit and vegetable dealer by the name of Yehezkeyl Lilenthal used 
to deliver his wares to Rabbi Yehoshua Leib Diskin’s home. The fruit 
dealer became really sick, but he was too poor to do anything for 
his health. All of a sudden, the milkman began delivering expensive 
goat’s milk to his house and refused to accept any payment. On the 
day that Rabbi Diskin died, the deliveries stopped. It then became 
clear that Rabbi Diskin had paid the milkman to deliver the goat’s 
milk and had told him to keep this a secret. (AMUD AISH, P. 148)

3. Which of Maimonides’ levels is expressed by this story? ________________  

In some Jewish communities there used to be a beautiful custom 
designed to safeguard the self-respect of the recipient of tzedakah. 
Anyone sitting shiva would receive two boxes from the office of 
the local Jewish welfare society, one filled with money, the other 
empty. The rich would fill the empty box, the poor would empty the 
full one. The boxes would be sent back to the office, and only the 
executive official would know what had happened. (Knowledge and 
Love in Rabbinic Lore, p. 9)

4. Which of Maimonides’ levels is expressed by this story? ________________

Walking one day in Jerusalem, Rabbi Aharon Kotler suddenly turned 
around, ran after a beggar, and gave him some coins. Rabbi Kotler 
later explained that several years previously, the same beggar had 
approached him for alms, but he was carrying no money. Spotting 
the beggar now, he hastened to make up for the lost opportunity, 
and gave him a double amount. (RABBI SHAUL KAGAN IN Jewish Observer, 

MAY 1973)

5. Which of Maimonides’ levels is expressed by this story? ________________



Tzedakah Rules
(1) A person will never become poor from giv-
ing tzedakah, and no harm will befall the person 
because of this act. (YD 247:2)

(2) Everyone, even a poor person who is support-
ed by tzedakah, is obligated to give tzedakah (YD 
248:1). However, this applies only when the person 
has sufficient means to support himself or herself 
first (Shah).

(3) You should give tzedakah with a joyful and 
happy countenance. You should comfort the poor 
and try to alleviate their sorrow. If someone gives 
tzedakah with a frown, he or she loses the merit of 
giving. (YD 249:3)

(4) If a poor person asks you for money (or any 
other favor) and you are unable to help him or 
her, do not raise your voice or treat that person 
unkindly. Warmly show the person that you sym-
pathize and would like to help, but you are pres-
ently unable to do so. You should always try to give 
something to a poor person who asks for a donation 
even if it is a very small amount. (ibid. 249:4)

(5) The reward for influencing others to give tzeda-
kah is very great (YD 249:5)

(6) How much are we required to give to a poor 
person? As much as is “sufficient for the person’s 
need, or for that which the person lacks.” How 
is this fulfilled? If she is hungry, give her food. If 
he needs clothing, give him clothes. If he does 
not have household utensils, buy them for him. If 
someone used to ride on a horse and had a run-
ner to go before her and then lost her fortune, we 
must buy her a horse and provide a runner. The 
same applies to each person according to his or her 
needs. (YD 250:1)

(7) Giving tzedakah to a relative comes before giv-
ing tzedakah to strangers. (YD 251:3)

(8) If a stranger comes and says “Please, give 
me food,” we should not check to see if the 
stranger is honest or not. We must immediately 
give food. If, however, a stranger comes and says, 
“Please, give me clothes,” we should check to see 
if the stranger is really needy. If we know that 
he or she is needy, we must immediately give the 
clothes. (ibid. 251:10)

(9) A person who owes money should not give 
large amounts to tzedakah until the debts are 
repayed. (Hidah, cited in Dinai Mammon, vol. 1, 
p. 2)
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If a person closes his or her eyes against giving 
tzedakah, it is as if he or she has committed 
idolatry. (KETUBOT 68A)
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(10) If a needy person 
does not want to accept 
tzedakah, we should pres-
ent the money to him as 
a gift or loan. (YD 253:9) 

(11) It is forbidden to 
publicly announce that 
you are giving a larger 
amount of tzedakah than 
you actually intend to 
give, even when you only 
do so to influence others 
to give generously. 
(Minhat Yitzhak, vol 3, 
no. 97)

(12) You must be careful 
to give tzedakah to the 
poor in a manner that will 
not cause them embar-
rassment. (Orekh 
me’Shorim 5:21)

(13) If you are told that 
a recipient of tzedakah is 
not really needy, you are 
obligated to continue giv-
ing him tzedakah until the 
matter is verified by a 
careful inquiry. (Chofetz 
Chaim 6:11, footnote)

(14) A person must be 
careful not to boast 
about the large amounts 
of tzedakah that he has 
given. Nevertheless, it is 
permissible to put one’s 
name on something one 
donates to a tzedakah 
organization or institu-
tion. (YD 249:13)

6

Tzedakah Stories
Read these stories. Each is an example of someone practicing one of the laws. Write down the number of 
the law that goes with each story.

_____ When Rabbi Yanai saw someone give money in public to a poor man 
who had not asked for it, he would tell him, “It would have been better had 
you not given, rather than give him money and shame him.” (HAGGIGAH 5A)

_____ Rabbi Hayyim of Tzantz used to give all his money away to the poor. 
One of his sons suggested he should at least keep enough money to buy books 
for himself. “You’re mistaken,” said Rav Hayyim. “Whenever I need a book, I 
can easily borrow it from someone else. But the mitzvah of tzedakah cannot 
be fulfilled by borrowing.” (MAIGDOLAI HACHASIDUT—HA’ADMOR MAITZANZ, P.67)

_____ Rabbi Eliyahu Lopain once went with a friend who was collecting 
money for tzedakah. As they were walking, Rabbi Lopain mentioned that the 
Rabbis taught that influencing others to give tzedakah is greater than just 
giving tzedakah yourself. (Bava Batra 9a)

“Do you know why?” Rabbi Lopain asked. He then list three reasons:

One who gives tzedakah does something for himself; one who tries to 
influence someone does something for them.

One who gives tzedakah receives honor; one who tries to influence some-
one receives humiliation.

One who gives tzedakah gives money; one who tries to influence some-
one gives time, and time is life. (LEV ELIYAHU, VOL 1, P.30)

_____ There was a poor man in Mar Ukvah’s neighborhood, and each year 
before Yom Kippur Mar Ukvah would send him 400 zuz. One year Mar Ukvah 
sent his son to give the poor man the usual amount of money. His son 
returned and said, “He doesn’t need the money.” Mar Ukvah asked him, “What 
did you see when you went to his house?” The son replied that he saw him 
doing something that only the wealthy can afford to do. Mar Ukvah then 
answered his son, “I didn’t know he was such an aristocratic person.” He then 
doubled the sum of money and sent his son to deliver it. (KETUBOT 67B)

_____ A beggar once came to the city of Kovna and collected a large sum 
of money from the residents. The people of the town soon found out that he 
was a fraud and was really a wealthy man. After this the city council wanted 
to make an ordinance prohibiting beggars from coming to Kovna to collect 
money.

When Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan Specter, the town rabbi, heard about the 
proposed ordinance, he came before the council and requested permission 
to speak. He asked them, “Who deceived you, a needy person or a wealthy 
person?” They answered, “It was a wealthy person feigning poverty.” The rabbi 
replied, “If you want to make an ordinance, it should prohibit wealthy people 



from collecting tzedakah. It should 
not prevent the needy from seeking 
help.” (ETHICS FROM SINAI, VOL. 3, PP.121-2)

_____ A poor man came to the 
home of Rabbi Barukh ber Leibowitz 
to ask for a donation. Rabbi 
Leibowitz, who was very poor him-
self, did not have any money to 
give. As the poor man left his house, 
Rabbi Leibowitz accompanied him, 
and they walked together quite a dis-
tance. When Rabbi Leibowitz’s disci-
ples saw him walking with the man, 
they joined him, and it was very 
noticeable that the poor man was 
overwhelmed by the great honor 
being bestowed upon him.

Afterward, Rabbi Leibowitz 
explained his behavior to his stu-
dents, “A beggar humiliates himself 
because of the donation he expects 
to receive. If I am not able to give 
him money, the least I can do is give 
him honor.” (RAV BARUKH BER LEIBOWITZ: 

HAYYAV UPEULOSOV, P.79)

_____ There was a wealthy tanner 
named Shraga Frank, who was the 
father-in-law of Rabbi Moshe 
Mordechai Epstein and Rabbi Isser 
Zalman Meltzer. He was also very 
friendly with Rabbi Yisrael Salanter. 
When he heard of a poor Torah 
scholar who was embarrassed to 
accept tzedakah, he would come 
to their homes and ask them to do 
him a favor. He claimed that he was 
afraid to leave money in his own 
home and that he would appreciate 
if they would use the money until he 
needed it. He would then keep push-
ing off the time of payment with var-
ious excuses. (T’NUAT HA-MUSSAR, VOL. 3, 

P.38, FOOTNOTE)
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Money. Money becomes magic. 
It goes through metamorphoses, 
becoming now food packages 
for Passover, now a hat that 
brings dignity to the one who 
needs just that—a new hat. It 
buys gasoline to transport the 
old when they have become too 
old to drive. It buys sewing 
machines for retraining mental 
patients. It buys spoons for 
those who must be spoonfed…
and pays salaries for the spoon-
feeders to do the work.
Danny Siegel, GYMSHOES AND IRISES



Epilogue
During the reign of King Munbaz, there was 
a severe famine. To alleviate the suffering of 
the needy, King Munbaz distributed all the royal 
wealth. His brothers said to him, “Your fathers 
kept adding to the treasure that their fathers had 
amassed. But you squandered away your wealth 
and the wealth of your fathers.”

Munbaz replied, “My fathers stored treasures 
below, but I stored treasures above. My fathers 
stored their treasures in a place where others could 
take it, but I stored treasures in a place where 
no one can reach. My fathers stored treasures of 
money, but I stored treasures of souls. My fathers 
stored treasures for others, but I stored treasures 
for myself. My fathers stored treasures in this 
world, but I stored treasures in the world to come. 
(BAVA BATRA 11A)

The Tzedakah Case
A person is elected the head of a Jewish organization. 
He has always kept the amount of his donations a 
secret. It is the custom of this organization to publish 
the amounts given by its big donors. The new president 
claims that he still has the right to keep his donation 
a secret. The organization claims that as president he 
has an obligation to set an example and have his dona-
tion published. Advertising donation amounts makes it 
easier to raise more money, because people want to 
look good when the donation book is published.

YOU BE THE JUDGE: Should this new president be told to publish his donation 
or should he be allowed to do what he wants?

Explain your reasoning. Use some of the laws we have learned to help support your 
argument.
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Practical Applications
The material in the lesson suggests that tzedakah is both a personal and communal obligation. It also 
suggests that the giving of tzedakah transforms both the giver and the receiver—it is a holy act. But, 
most of all, it stresses that tzedakah is an obligation—not just a feeling. Tzedakah takes a plan. Before 
we finish, it would be good to review both your class’s tzedakah plan and your own personal one.

Even a beggar who is maintained by tzedakah must perform 
the mitzvah of tzedakah. BAVA BATRA 10B


