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The assistance to the poor, the weak and the treatment 
of ecology and the environment, cannot be delegated 

to the sphere of individual conscience

owners of wealth. The assistance to 
the poor, the weak and the treatment 
of ecology and the environment, 
cannot be delegated to the sphere of 
individual conscience. Therefore the 
community has the right to tax the 
individual for these social purposes 
and to introduce the legislation that 
forces the individual to part with part 
of obviously private wealth, to protect 
the rights of stakeholders, and to 
preserve the environment for future 
generations and prevent its abuse.

State or legal action alone, however, 
cannot create a moral and ethical 
society. This requires an educational 
basis and a commonly accepted value 
structure if it used to be replied liable, 
�‡�¡�‡�…�–�‹�˜�‡���ƒ�•�†���’�‡�”�•�ƒ�•�‡�•�–�ä

‘G-d wanted to us to become used to 
helping others, to develop a merit of 
mercy, to become used to giving away 
something which actually belonged to 
us. [This has to be done by continually 
teaching the pract ice of mercy. 
At the same time the educational 
process on its own is not to ensure an 
implementation of these noble ideas. 
Education of its own, may simply 
create the noble intentions.] So we 
are obligated to perform actions, that 
will train us until these merits become 

‘What’s mine is mine and what’s yours 
is yours.’ (Pirkei Avot 5:10)

One would think that there is nothing 
immoral or unethical in a person who 
holds this attitude to property and to 
wealth. All that that person is saying is 
that the wealth was earned honestly, 
properly looked after and is not used to 
harm of the other people’s possessions 
or persons; similarly, other people 
are expected to earn their wealth 
honestly and prevent it from harming 
or encroaching the wealth of their 
neighbours property. Seen in the light 
of present-day economic behaviour or 
in the parameters of the free market 
economy, one would expect the rabbi 
of the Mishnah to say, ‘that is a good 
person’. Yet too that rabbi can only 
credit such behaviour with the ‘the 
mark of an average man’ -neither 
criminal nor immoral but spiritually 
mediocre.

Judaism recognises private property 
and its moral value so that we have 
many laws protecting that private 
property from theft and damage. 
However, there is no place in our value 
system for the concept of unlimited 
private proper ty. It is true that a 
person’s property and wealth is their 
own, meant to provide for their needs 
and those of their family, yet it is not 

altogether only theirs. The same is true 
of the development and use of natural 
resources. While all natural resources 
- animal, vegetable and mineral - exist 
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pinnacle of creation, these resources 
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wasted or abused. We may regard our 
private property as something that we 
hold only as guardians; ‘The land shall 
not be sold in perpetuity, for the land 
belongs to Me [G-d], for you are only 
strangers and sojourners with Me.’ 
(Vayikra 25:23) We are permitted to use 
that property as long as it is also used 
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This Jewish obligation use our property-
wealth to assist others, is not left to the 
free will of the individual; it is not a 
question to resolve solely on the basis 
of compassion, mercy, or personal 
feelings. These are obligations that 
go beyond questions of charity or 
philanthropy so can be enforced by 
the state or by communal bodies. 
Just as prayer or sexual morality in 
Judaism are not left to the judgment 
of the individual will or the current 
consensus of society, to be observed 
whenever or if ever the spirit moves 
one, but is translated into permitted 
and forbidden action, so too, are 
the Jewish obligations that fall on 

second nature. A person who actually 
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acquires a generous soul, through this 
mitzvah he becomes generous to other 
people.’ (Sefer HaChinuch 216/ 217)

In our Mishnah the text continues 
as follows, ‘Some say that this is the 
mark of the people of Sodom’. In other 
words, the author is adding to the 
concept of individual egoism a further 
perspective of a selfish society. In 
the Torah we are simply told that the 

people of Sodom were exceedingly 
evil unto the Lord, yet we are not told 
what they actually did. On the basis 
of the text in Bereishit it would seem 
that they were guilty of homosexuality, 
Sodom being the origin of the word, 
Sodomy.

The Midrashim tell of their refusal to 
welcome guests and the punishments 
meted out  to those who were 
hospitable to strangers, while the 
Malbim comments that all four cities 
were extremely wealthy, but their 
wealth led them to keep out strangers 
because they were frightened that the 
tribes surrounding them would come 
en masse to share in their wealth. 
‘Mine is mine and yours is yours’ is 
saying that in Sodom people refused 


