


master, cannot be made to do disgraceful 
or useless jobs and needs to be to be 
given a golden parachute at the end of 
his service. All of these are rights that 
do not apply to the wage earner and 
were simply compensation for the lack 
of freedom. This freedom flowed from 
Israel being servants of G-d who could 
not therefore be servants to servants. 
Furthermore, the owner has to assume 
the obligation to provide for the eved’s 
wife and children.

Even though the institution of the eved 
ivri came to an end with the abolition of 
the Jubilee year, the problem of poverty 
still continues to exist and is addressed 
in the Jewish framework in two ways; 
philanthropy that is dealt with here 
and taxation to be dealt with in parshat 
Shemot.

It is clear that we all have a Torah 
obligation to provide for the needs 
of the poor, the ill, the weak and the 
marginal members of society. Prior 
to the laws of eved ivri, we find the 
interest free loan, a major form of 
combating poverty introduced by the 
text that obligates us to support our poor 
brethren (Vayikra 25:38). This support is 
codified as obligatory halacha in all the 
codes and throughout the halakhic 
literature, both in a positive form and as 
a negative mitzvah forbidding us from 
refraining to do so (Mishne Torah 7:1-2; 
based on Devarim 15:7-8) Furthermore, 
this is not an option left to the individual 
but one that can be enforced by the 

Batei Din. ‘A person who gives less than 
his due [according to the communal 
tax assessor], the court forces him and 
applies corporal punishment until he 
pays what he has been assessed. They 
have the right to seize his assets for the 
amount of his debt to the charitable 
funds even on the eve of the Sabbath.’ 
(Yoreh Deah 249)

It must be stressed that this obligation 
does not flow from any concept of mutual 
utility but rather from an understanding 
that the fatherhood of G-d is necessarily 
translated into the brotherhood of 
mankind. In Judaism, not only is there a 
vertical relationship between man and 
G-d but also a horizontal relationship 
between people created in His image. 
This is highlighted by the halacha that 
we are obligated to support the poor 
of the nations of the world together 
with those of Israel. (Tosefta Gittin 3; 
Mishne Torah Hilchot Shemittah 8:8; 
Tur Choshen Mishpat 249:2 - see there 
Prisha, Bach, Taz,Shach)

All the codes rank the types of charity in 
a descending order, one that has much 
significance for present-day welfare 
issues. At the highest level is the charity 
that provides employment, makes 
available funds or knowledge enabling 
the unemployed or the poor to establish 
a business, or that in any way prevents 
people from sinking into poverty and 
enables them to break the poverty 
cycle. At the macro economic level this 
would be translated into public policy 

of providing employment, technical 
education and appropriate funding for 
new business, rather than a continuation 
of handouts of basic necessities that 
only perpetuates poverty. If it is not 
possible for the individual to fund the 
needs of the poor they are obligated to 
bring it to the notice of the authorities 
so they may then use tax money to solve 
the problem. (Rema Yoreh Deah 250:1)

Like in everything else in life, there are 
limitations imposed by the halacha on 
charity. ‘We are not obligated to make 
the poor rich but only to keep them alive.’ 
(Mishne Torah, Hilchot Matnot Aniyim 
7:3) Only a person who has net equity of 

less than two hundred zuz [considered 
enough for a year’s sustenance] can 
avail himself of the agricultural gifts to 
the poor dictated by Torah and only one 
who does not have fourteen meals for 
the week or two meals for that day may 
avail themselves of the communal food 
funds. (op. cit 9:13. See also Yoreh Deah 
250:4, for similar restrictions)

Irrespective of how we define the 
minimum standards of living to be 
provided by charity, this concept places 
a limit on a society’s obligation to give. 
It should be born in mind that there is 
no society in the world that can provide 
freely everything that a person needs 
or wants; a reaction to overshooting 
in welfare costs is shown in the drastic 
cuts in welfare payments and the social 
safety net that we witness in Western 
economies in last decades.

Furthermore, there is a major moral 
problem caused by creating a welfare 

mentality amongst recipients. Fraud, 
a concept that society owes one a 
living, earned or not, and the loss of 
self- respect and creativity created by 
chronic unemployment, are the price 
society pays for such a mentality. 
Charitable funds are made available 
as a result of other people’s religious 
or spiritual obligations but also from 
involuntary contributions through the 
tax system and therefore it is not fitting 
that they should be abused.

It was always considered in Judaism 
meritorious to avoid living off charity. ‘A 
person should make his Shabbat simple 
[literally weekday], rather than have 

recourse to [the charity of] others. A 
person should flog a carcass in public 
[considered demeaning work] rather 
than accept charity.’ (Pesachim 112a, 
113a). We pray in Birkat Hamazon that 
our livelihoods should not come from 
the hands of another human being. 
These and many similar thoughts, 
inculcate a mindset that sees a shame 
in receiving charity and it is suggested 
that this shame is an effective tool 
against the welfare mentality. This in no 
way should be construed as minimising 
the many obligations that halacha 
imposes on the distributors of charity 
whether private philanthropy or tax 
funded, to ensure that the dignity and 
self-respect of the recipient are not 
infringed. Nor does it in any way free 
us from our charitable obligations in all 
their forms.

The Hebrew texts do not speak about 
giving charity but about doing charity.

It is clear that we all have a Torah obligation to provide 
for the needs of the poor, the ill, the weak and the 

marginal members of society
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