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Foreword

The “Bet Din” process that has been captured in this book came to life as an accident in a fam-
ily Torah class I was running at the University of Judaism. It was basically designed to be just a 
mixer with a little learning attached. It surprised all of us as it quickly became something very 
powerful.

It started out with circles of families gathered around and serving as juries trying to solve 
difficult cases. It was fun and interesting to see them try to verbalize their values and their 
ethics as they struggled to apply them. It was powerful to see the way they grabbed at the 
pieces of Jewish learning they had at their disposal and twisted them into workable answers. 
The creativity and the conflict were inspiring.

A few have objected that we have polluted halakhah by letting the unlettered serve as legal deci-
sors (and live with the fantasy that they can make decisions).

A few have objected that the exercise is folly—because religious law no longer has a place in 
a universe where every opinion is valid.

A few have objected that it was too Reform. Others that it was too Orthodox. 

But the truth is, most of the time whether with kids, with families, with seniors—and then 
again among a broad-based electronic circle in first Shabbas.Doc and now C.Ha—the Sefat Emet 
has proved to be right:

The entire Torah, God’s teaching, was given to the Jewish people.
Each person, however, has a personal Torah,
a particular life goal that is concealed in the soul.
When that particular teaching is released to the world
the person moves toward the truth of his or her being. 

Joel Lurie Grishaver
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[1] Your Bacon or Your Life?

a well-known Jew-hater with a violent 
past broke into the rabbi’s house and 

put a gun to his head. The Jew-hater ordered 
the rabbi to eat a piece of pork (which he 
had brought with him) or else he would 
kill the rabbi.

YOU BE THE JUDGE: Should the rabbi 
eat the pork to save his life? Also: may he still 
choose to die rather than eat the pork even if 
the Torah doesn’t demand such a response?
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The Answer to Your Bacon or Your Life

The question is whether a Jew should give up his life rather than eat non-Kosher food at gunpoint.

[a] The Talmud (Sanhedrin 74a) says that for 610 of the 613 mitzvot (commandments), a Jew should 
violate the commandment and the Torah rather than die. This is based on the verse “...AND YOU 

SHALL LIVE BY (performing) THEM” (Leviticus 18:5), to which the Rabbis of the Talmud (Yoma 85b) add “and 
not die by observing them (the mitzvot).”

[b] The Talmud (Sanhedrin 74a) goes on to say that there are three exceptions in which a Jew must 
give up his or her life rather than commit the sin. These sins are (1) murder, (2) sexual impropri-

ety, and (3) idol worship. Therefore, the answer to our question seems straightforward: the Rabbi must eat 
the non-Kosher food, rather than give up his life. However, there is an exception. When the entire society is 
filled with widespread and systematic anti-Semitism, a Jew may not violate even the simplest act or “minor” 
commandment—even at penalty of death—since this act betrays the Jewish people and desecrates God’s 
name.

The second part of our question, “May the Rabbi give up his life rather than eat non-Kosher food” is much 
more complicated. Although it seems that, based on the Talmud, a person does not have permission to 
decide what to do in such a case, there exist three different opinions among Jewish authorities.

[a] Maimonides (Hilkhot Yesodai Torah 5:1) rules that it is always forbidden to give up one’s life in such 
a circumstance. One who then allows him/herself to be killed rather than eat the non-Kosher food 

is considered to be the same as a person who committed suicide, which is a sin in Judaism.

[b] Rabbi David ben Zimrah (Egypt, 1479-1573) disagrees and says, “If a person is willing to give up 
his or her life for Jewish principles, s/he is considered a tzaddik—a righteous person. That person 

is to be praised.”

[c] Rabbi Yehuda Rozanes (Turkey, 1658-1727), in his book Parashat Derakhim, offers a compromise 
position. He says that only an established Jewish leader may martyr him/herself when not man-

dated. However, a lay person or any other Jew is forbidden to accept death rather than violate any of the 
other 610 mitzvot.
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[2] Fake Tzedakah

the Weiss family was watching television one 
Sunday when a man rang the doorbell. He 

asked for tzedakah (charity) for needy families in 
Israel who were too poor to afford food and clothing. 
Mr. Weiss had heard that there was a con artist collecting 
money around the city. That person pocketed the large 
sums of money that he received, rather than donat-
ing them to those in need. But Mr. Weiss was not 
sure if this was indeed the “faker” or, rather, a legiti-
mate collector who helped the needy. Mr. Weiss had 
to make a decision on the spot.

YOU BE THE JUDGE: Should he give money to this 
man or not?
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The Answer to Fake Tzedakah

Should we give tzedakah to someone who may be a faker?

[a] Certainly, when one is sure that the collector is a fake and/or is a wealthy person collecting for 
him/herself, one is not obligated to give.

[b] However, when one is not certain, an underlying concept of tzedakah giving comes into play: as 
important as it is to give as much as possible, Judaism also considers the feelings of the poor 

person and the embarrassment factor in how one gives. Refusing to give to a person who is truly in need 
is extremely embarrassing, and is not permitted. 

Maimonides (Hilkhot Matanot Aniyim 10:7) lists eight levels of tzedakah giving. As the levels get “higher,” 
the amount of embarrassment felt by the person who needs to ask for help is less and less. The 
highest of these levels is to help someone to be independent through a job or a loan. This prevents the 
embarrassment of having to ask for help again in the future. Similarly, Maimonides teaches that it is a 
higher level to give less than a person asks but give it with a pleasant disposition, than to give exactly what 
the person asks but with a dour face (as this makes the poor person feel bad). 

Based on this information, we must conclude that even if nine out of ten people asking for tzedakah are 
fakes, it is preferable in Judaism to give to nine fakes, rather than to refuse them all, and thus embarrass 
that tenth legitimate poor person.

[c] The Talmud and the Code of Jewish law (Shulhan Arukh, Orekh Hayyim 251:10) also say that if a 
person asks for food, one must give immediately (since the need is immediate) but for clothing 

(which is not immediate if the person is already clothed), it is permitted to delay.

Therefore, if a person comes to the door and there is a way to verify the situation with an appropriate 
authority without embarrassing the person, this should be done. If the need is not as immediate as food, 
it is permitted to take some time to find out whether or not the person is a fake and is dishonestly solicit-
ing money. A homeowner can excuse him/herself for a moment, do some checking into the honesty of the 
claim, and then make a decision—if it can be done without arousing suspicion and embarrassment.
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[3] Freedom of Speech…

susan told Sharon a really juicy 
piece of information regarding 

the personal situation of a mutual 
friend, Natalie. Susan did not tell 
Sharon to keep the knowledge a 

secret, but Sharon knows that 
Natalie would not want this 

information spread around.

YOU BE THE JUDGE: 
Can Sharon share this infor-
mation with her best friend 
Elana?
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The Answer to Freedom of Speech…

Should Susan tell this information about Natalie to another friend?

[a] Judaism tells us that one must never reveal any information spoken, and that the information 
must remain a secret until its originator gives specific permission allowing the contents of the 

conversation to be passed on to others. 

[b] The book of Proverbs commands that we “...DO NOT REVEAL THE SECRET OF ANOTHER” (Proverbs 25:
9) 

[c] The source that teaches that one should never reveal information without permission comes from 
the Talmud (Yoma 4b). Since the Torah always says, “GOD SPOKE TO MOSES SAYING (leymor)…” and 

then says “SPEAK TO THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL…” we have to ask, why all the repetition of “speaking” verbs? 
The Rabbis teach that the extra “SPEAK TO THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL” tells us that we must have permission 
to repeat information that we hear. Otherwise, it is not permitted to pass information along, even when 
the original bearer did not specifically say, “Don’t repeat this.” 

There are three instances, however, which are exceptions to the rule. In these situations, a person is either 
permitted or required to repeat information that was given to him or her:

[a] The Talmud (Arakhin 16a) says that if the speaker repeats the information in front of three or 
more people, it is assumed that this information will leak out and, thus, a person may repeat the 

information without permission.

[b] Based on the verse “AND IF A SOUL SINS…IF HE DOES NOT TESTIFY, THEN HE SHALL BEAR HIS INIQUITY” 
(Leviticus 5:1), the Shulhan Arukh rules (Rema, Yoreh Deah 228:33) that if a person is called to 

testify in a Jewish court, he or she must testify and give the pertinent information when asked. This is true 
even he or she previously promised not to reveal that information.

[c] In order to save a person in danger, one must break a confidence and reveal a secret (Shulhan 
Arukh, Hoshen Mishpat 426:1).
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[4] That’s No Job for a Jew…Or Is It?

the Zimmer family was about to hire a maid to clean their 
rather large house four times a week. Two candidates were 

interviewed. They were equal in experience and ability, but one 
was Jewish and the other was not. Mrs. Zimmer did not want 
to hire the Jewish maid because “this is not the sort of work 
that Jews should do.” Mr. Zimmer felt exactly the opposite: 
that they should hire that maid, since Jews should help other 
Jews before non-Jews.

YOU BE THE JUDGE: Who is right? Should the 
maid's religion have anything to do with the decision?
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The Answer to That’s No Job for a Jew…Or Is It?

The question is whether it is preferable to hire or not to hire a Jewish maid. Many Jewish people feel 
that it is improper for a Jewish woman to crawl around on the floor doing demeaning work, and to work 
for another Jew. It disturbs one’s Jewish sensibilities. This is how Mrs. Zimmer felt. However, this feeling 
runs counter to Jewish law and Jewish values.

[a] The idea of involving Jewishness in the choice of whom we hire may seem strange today—but it 
goes back to a deep notion taught in the Talmud, “Kol Yisrael Areyvim Zeh-b’Zeh” (All Jews are 

interconnected). In other words—Jews are like family to each other. (Sanhedrin 27b) The core question 
here is What is the best way of treating someone who is “like family”?

[b] Maimonides (Hilkhot Matanot Aniyim 10:17) states: “The sages commanded that poor and 
orphans should (serve) a household rather than (non-Jewish) slaves. It is best to use the service 

of Jews, rather than those from a strange seed, so that (at least) the children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 
should receive benefit and some enjoyment from Jewish property. An increase in (non-Jewish) slaves gen-
erates sin. Having Jews work in a household increases mitzvot.” The Rambam’s statement assumes a time 
in which everyone kept the ritual and ethical commandments, stopping for afternoon prayers together 
or paying attention to what things needed to be done to protect the dignity of others. Therefore, giving a 
Jewish person a job is a basic principle of Judaism, and is preferable to giving the job to a non-Jew. 

[c] For a poor person (which we assume to be the socioeconomic category of most maids), provid-
ing a job is the highest form of tzedakah, and it is preferable to give someone a job rather than 

a donation (Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 249:6). Rabbi Shabbetai ben Meir, known as Shach (Lithuania, 
1621-1662) specifically says that each time a Jew employs another Jew, the employer fulfills the mitzvah 
of tzedakah.

Judaism, therefore, believes that there is no shame in honest labor, no matter what the nature of the 
job. Although it is a socioeconomic fact of life that recent immigrant groups tend to fill the positions 
of domestic help, if the chance presents itself, Jews should try to hire other Jews for these positions 
if all other factors are equal. 
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[d] One additional issue comes into play here: the issue of protecting all 
people’s dignity. Judaism does not support the idea that non-Jews 

must play roles that are subservient to Jews. The tradition teaches: Other 
people’s kavod (dignity) should be as precious to you as your own. (Pirke Avot 
2:15)
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[5] Which Tzedakah Comes First?

the Levine family was not wealthy, 
and only had a small amount of 

money available to them from which 
to give their portion of tzedakah. They 
knew that there was a poor pious Jew 
in their neighborhood who could real-
ly use the funds. They also knew the 
local Hillel rabbi who needed money 
to run Jewish programs on campus for 
the Jewish students. On top of that, 
they had a cousin who was also poor 
and in need.

YOU BE THE JUDGE: If they only had money to 
help one of these three needy causes, where should the 
tzedakah go?
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The Answer to Which Tzedakah Comes First?

The question is who has priority to your tzedakah: the local campus Hillel, a poor scholar in the commu-
nity, or a poor cousin. 

[a] Although there is a general obligation to help any Jew in need, based on the verse “YOU SHALL LOVE 
YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF” (Leviticus 19:17), Judaism has a very specific order of priority with 

regard to tzedakah (not only to whom to give, but also how to give). The best method of giving is a loan 
to a poor person (Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 249:6). This is based on the verse “IF YOU LEND MONEY TO 
ANY OF MY PEOPLE WITH YOU WHO IS POOR, YOU SHALL NOT BE A CREDITOR TO HIM, NOR SHALL YOU LAY UPON HIM 
INTEREST” (Exodus 22:24). 

[b] The same Talmudic passage that discusses how to give also discusses the order of giving (Bava 
Metzia 71a), and this was later codified into Jewish law (Maimonides, Hilkhot Matanot Aniyim, 

chapter 7 and Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah, chapter 251).

[c] The first priority for tzedakah goes to poor relatives living in your home. Money given for children’s 
Torah learning and gifts to parents is included in this category. Within the family itself, the needs 

of parents who are poor take precedence over those of poor children, who come before poor siblings, and 
then all other poor relatives. Following one’s relatives, the poor of one’s own neighborhood take prece-
dence of those from other neighborhoods, followed by the poor of one’s town, followed by any poor per-
son in need. The poor of Israel, specifically of Jerusalem, have equal status with those in one’s own town. 
In our days, non-Jewish poor must be given equal consideration along with Jewish poor. 

Based on this priority list, the needs of poor people certainly take precedence over other Jewish causes 
not involving the poor. Hillel’s needs, although crucial, take a back seat to helping the needy. And even 
if a poor scholar of your neighborhood has great financial needs, your poor cousin (because he or she is 
family) takes priority. It should be noted that according to most commentaries, this priority list is only 
valid when the financial needs are identical.


