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Introduction
When one writes on a religious subject it is important to recognize the distinction between the academic and the reverential, the perspective from without as well as from within. The purpose of this paper is not to examine the development of Judaism and its texts, critically or academically. It is simply to describe how the living religion in theory and in practice has dealt and deals with issues of poverty; what its practices and obligations are and the underpinning textual sources.
It is a feature both of biblical and Talmudic Judaism that principles are expressed both in general and moral exhortations and in specific legal imperatives. The advantage of this is that it is possible to see how the interaction between the ethical and the legal was worked out and evolved within the Jewish tradition.
The Biblical period
The first five books of the bible are remarkable for the number of times, seventy six in all, that 'the stranger' is mentioned. Half of these references are what one might call national in that their aim is to establish certain positive national characteristics. As a nation that was born out of slavery and oppression, it felt it had a moral obligation to recall the travails of alienation and ensure that those who came into the community for whatever reason were made to feel welcome. Thus Exodus  insists on kindness to the stranger because 'You know the soul (feeling) of the stranger since you were strangers in the Land of Egypt.'

References to the widow and the orphan are fewer, in the thirties. However they are usually bracketed together with the stranger and the poor into the community of the disadvantaged and vulnerable who need special consideration and attention
 . One might say that the Israelite community was predicated on the principle of charity given the narrative of the founding fathers. Abraham is described as someone concerned with the well being of others even beyond his immediate circle. In Genesis he is characterized as a man of charity.
 
From the very start of Abraham's life in the Land of Canaan there is famine. Every one of the patriarchs and their families suffered as a result and had to spend time in alien environments for varying periods of time. One may rightly describe them in modern parlance as economic migrants. But their concern is shown to be much broader than their own immediate interests and Abraham gives tithes to Melchizedek who is no relation at all.
 
The scope of poverty in the bible is extended way beyond the idea of one's own citizens who have fallen on hard times. Nevertheless it is true to say that biblical law is primarily concerned with those who are part of the community with its shared covenant. The issue is not a racial one because there is nowhere any question of race deciding who is a member of the community. But it is predicated upon certain moral principles that distinguish the God fearing and law abiding from pagan idolaters. In its way this was the equivalent of the modern concept of citizenship with its specific rights and privileges.
The first legal statement about obligations to the disadvantaged comes in Exodus.
 

'Do not make the stranger suffer nor oppress him for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. No widow or orphan shall be made to suffer… 24. If you lend money to the poor amongst you, do not become a demanding creditor.'
In this early society, lending money is seen as a charitable issue rather than a commercial one. This is expanded in Leviticus where the poor, the stranger, the widow and orphan are bracketed together and then 
'If your brother has become poor, and his means fail, you shall help him, though he may be a stranger or a sojourner so that he may live with you. 36. Do not take interest from him or extort him but fear your God so that your brother may live with you. 37. You shall not give him your money for interest, nor lend him your food for profit. 38. I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, to give you the land of Canaan, and to be your God.

The phrase in verse 36 to the effect that  'your brother should live with you'  became one of the most important proof texts over time for ensuring that one had an obligation to raise the level of the disadvantaged above and beyond subsistence to the point where there was some degree of equality amongst 'brothers.' Charity was not simply palliative but it also had to be reconstructive.

It is another feature of the biblical style and method that certain important laws are reiterated. At each stage of reiteration added layers both strengthen and expand on the earlier texts. Thus Deuteronomy reiterates earlier ideas and adds to them
7. If there is among you a poor man of one of your brothers within your gates in your land which the Lord your God gives you, you shall not harden your heart, nor shut your hand from your poor brother. 8. But you shall open your hand wide to him, and shall surely lend him sufficient for his need, whatever he lacks. 10. You shall surely give him, and your heart shall not be grieved when you give to him; because for this thing the Lord your God shall bless you in all your works, and in all that you put your hand to. 11. for the poor shall never cease out of the land; therefore I command you, saying, you shall open your hand wide to your brother, to your poor, and to your needy, in your land.

Here the important added line comes in verse 8 

'But you shall open your hand wide to him, and shall surely lend him sufficient for his need, whatever he lacks.

There is a recognition here of different levels of need. Deuteronomy later adds another important point that extends the issue even to those in employment who might be taken advantage of precisely because of the weakness of their position.
14. You shall not oppress a hired servant who is poor and needy, whether he is of your brothers, or of your strangers who are in your land inside your gates; 15. At his day you shall give him his hire, nor shall the sun go down upon it; for he is poor, and sets his heart upon it; lest he cry against you to the Lord, and it should be sin to you.

It is no accident that this issue is reiterated. Reiteration is the biblical equivalent of emphasis and priority but it is important to notice how the text specifies the rights of the alien as well and the obligations towards him.
Agricultural charity

So far the obligations have been stated but there has been little specification of amount or degree. Leviticus in chapters 19 and 23 legislates, if, again in very general terms, that at harvest time landowners had to leave corners of their fields and vineyards, produce forgotten or overlooked and the gleanings to the poor. In a predominantly agrarian society this was the principle way of offering charity by giving them a share of the harvest but it was not just intended to provide simple charity. The law insisting that cuttings go to the poor which enabled them to use these to create their own vines and olive trees so that in time they could be become self sufficient. The early biblical Book of Ruth gives a graphic description of how the tradition of the poor coming into the fields at harvest time to gather food actually worked in practise. In addition it illustrated how the poor from other tribes and peoples were allowed to gather at harvest time. The biblical concept of extending charity to others who were not citizens was remarkable for its openness.

The laws of tithing were another fundamental aspect of biblical society. Although the majority of tithing went to support the Sanctuary, later the Temple and the Levites and the Priests, Deuteronomy also asserts the obligation to tithe for the benefit of the poor.

Servitude

One cannot adequately cover the biblical response to poverty without discussing slavery. There are two quite different categories mentioned in the bible, the Canaanite Slave captured in war or bought and the Hebrew Slave. Whatever horror we may feel in thinking of slavery nowadays the bible was dealing with a situation that existed three thousand years ago. What is remarkable about the biblical approach to Canaanite slaves is the degree of protection afforded to them including the obligation not to return a fleeing slave to his master
 and the fact that that the Canaanite slave on being given his or her freedom became a full member of the community. But it is the Hebrew Slave which offers us the most illuminating insight into biblical ideas of charity and community support.
The Hebrew slave
  was a full member of Israelite society. He had to be treated as an equal citizen and like a freeman who was a hired hand. He went into slavery either because he could not feed himself and his family or because he had debts he had no other way of repaying and this included judicial fines. He had to be given the same quality of living conditions as his master and there was a specified limit to his servitude. Then on being given freedom he had to receive sufficient funding to support himself
 . Such are the obligations to a Hebrew slave that the Talmud declares that whoever acquires a Hebrew slave in practice acquires a master
. Once again we see the biblical approach focusing not just of dealing with the immediate needs but also with the long term issue of self sufficiency and human dignity. 

 The great prophets continued to emphasize the moral obligations
 Woe to those who decree unrighteous decrees, and to the writers who prescribe oppression. To turn aside the needy from judgment, and to take away the right from the poor of my people, that widows may be their prey, and that they may rob the orphan! 

Similarly the book of Proverbs focuses on the dangers of failing to meet ones obligations to the poor
He who oppresses the poor blasphemes his Maker; but he who has mercy on the poor honours Him.

While at the same time emphasizing the positive obligations

He who gives kindly to the poor lends to the Lord; and that which he has given will he pay him back. 

In all these areas the shorthand of the text leaves a great deal unanswered. There is no help as to the quantity or frequency required. It is true that repeated text and amplification add their own emphases and priorities. But any legal text requires clarification and it is through and in the Oral Law (that became the Talmud) that subsequent generations expanded on the biblical foundations.
The Talmudic Period

The Talmud is the essential source for the subsequent development of Jewish Law. It clarifies and establishes in legal form the detailed obligations both of individuals and the community. It is the Talmud that defines the amounts a farmer is obliged to leave in his fields, the amount of tithing, the obligations of individuals and the community and the panoply of charitable activities.

During the post biblical period Judaism had to adjust to rival cultures and religions, Greece and Paganism, Rome and Christianity and in so doing had both to define itself internally and at the same time in relation to other dominant legal and political systems. For example no longer being in control of their own affairs, taxes were imposed on Jews for all sorts of different reasons including charitable obligations of one sort or another rather like nowadays where a significant proportion of taxation is set aside for welfare programmes. The question arose as to whether one was indeed obliged to submit to such impositions. It was the great Talmudic scholar Shmuel in Babylon who first established what has become one of the most important legal principles in Judaism that has made Jewish integration so relatively seamless and devoid of the conflicts that beset other more expansive religions. He established that 'The Law of the Land is the Law' 
 and must be obeyed. Although this declaration is made without qualification in the Talmud, later scholars qualified this  by saying that it applied only to civil laws and then only where laws were applied fairly across the board and not only as a form of victimisation of one section of the populace.
One of the challenges to the Jewish position on poverty came from the Essenes and later the Christians who turned poverty into a positive state, one might even say a holy state. This might have been a reaction against the wealth of the Temple priesthood or the excesses of Rome. Whatever the reason, the Talmud emphatically rejects anything romantic or positive about poverty.

'The poor man is compared to a dead one.'
 

On the other hand wealth is not universally praised either.

'The more the possessions, the more the worry.'
 

The usual, median approach is to accept ones lot in life

'He who is wealthy is he who is satisfied with his lot.'
 
A typical Talmudic narrative reinforces this position.

Rebbi Yochanan ( who was both wealthy and handsome) went to visit Rebbi Eliezer  ( a great scholar who was very poor)  when he was sick. He found him in his dark cave crying. 'Are you weeping because you cannot study Torah?' He asked. 'It is quality that counts more than quantity so long as you do it for Heaven's sake. Is it because you are poor? Not everyone is fortunate to have the table of material goods as well as the table of Torah. Is it because you are suffering? I have lost ten sons.' 
 
But the idea that poverty is noble is not to be found. There is no mendicant tradition. Even if in the nineteenth century the strictly self disciplinary Musar Movement 
encouraged its students to go round asking for charitable donations for their institutions so as to learn humility the exercise was aimed at getting them to feel what rejection is like rather than  because poverty was good.
Nevertheless it is to the legal side of the Talmud that we must turn to see Jewish law working in practise. The obligations of the Law of the Land had ramifications for those laws in Judaism that were only intended originally for those belonging to the covenant. To deal with this, new principles emerged. Although the Book of Ruth showed unequivocally that in biblical times alien poor could also claim support and similar rights, it is not until the Talmud that this is enshrined in a legal principle. 
'One does not refuse to non Jewish poor the same privileges ordained by the Torah as Jews.'

And again
One feeds the poor non-Jews together with Jews for the sake of peace! Talmud.
 
'For the sake of peace' was a principle that established that one needed to have good relations with one neighbours regardless of who they were or what they believed. But it also established the positive principle that one should try to establish and extend peaceful relations throughout the world for the benefit of every human being regardless. Parallel with this principle was its negative equivalent ' Because of ill feeling'
  which established that actions that might encourage antipathy or any other kind of ill will amongst neighbours or those one came into contact with, had to be avoided even if technically they went against original biblical law. This too impacted on ones dealing with the poor and required a response that went beyond the other principle that 'The poor of your city take precedence.' 
 On the other hand the Talmud emphasizes the importance of not going too far in ones charitable zeal to the point of being unable to meet ones own obligations. Poverty is not regarded positively because to be dependent on others conflicts with human dignity 'Rather eat on Sabbath as you would on a weekday instead of relying on others.' 
  And one must not give so much to charity that one beggars oneself. 
All of this goes to show that the Talmud developed the laws of charity from the original biblical base to something much broader and more universal. The Laws of the Talmud focus on these three areas we have referred to. Charity is an obligation on everyone. Its aim is not just to relieve the immediate problem but also to ensure a framework for ongoing self sufficiency. Relief of the poor is the concern and obligation of every community and the community has an obligation to establish and to maintain an appropriate, efficient and honest means of making sure individual obligations are met and the proceeds are distributed fairly.
Post Talmudic Law
The Talmud is an encyclopaedic compendium of laws and precedents and opinions and debates. Often there is no definitive conclusion. This as well as the development of society beyond the more limited agrarian base of three thousand years ago and the changing political circumstances led to a mass of new legislation. So that it became necessary to establish a more practical code of law. The most significant of those that emerged around the first Millennium was that of the great Moses Maimonides.
 He was born in Cordova in Spain but after the Jews were expelled by the Berbers he moved to Egypt where he achieved fame as a distinguished scholar, philosopher and physician. He was regarded as the greatest Jewish authority of his era. His magisterial 'Yad Hachazaka' otherwise known as the 'Mishneh Torah' laid down in detail the obligations of Jewish law. Here are some extracts from the section on Charity.

Chapter 7.
We feed and clothe non Jewish poor together with Jewish poor in order to ensure peaceful co-existence.

Chapter 9.
1. Any city where there are Jews is obliged to appoint Charity Commissioners, who are well known and trustworthy who must go round collecting weekly and take from each person an amount that is fairly assessed. They then distribute this amongst the poor to make sure they have enough to eat weekly. This is called the Fund.
2. In addition the commissioners should arrange for daily collections of food or money which is distributed each day to those without enough to eat and this is called the Soup Kitchen.

3. We have never heard of a Jewish settlement without a Charitable Fund but not every settlement needs a permanent Soup Kitchen

12. Whoever has stayed longer than thirty days in any settlement is obliged to contribute to the Charitable Fund.

Chapter 10.

1. We are obliged to pay greater attention to the law of charity than any other positive command (in Jewish Law).  
7. There are eight kinds of charity; each one is higher than the next. The highest kind, and there is no higher, is to support an Israelite who has fallen on hard times by giving him a present or loan, or making him a partner, or finding him work so that you strengthen him to the point where he is no longer dependent on others. And this is what is meant when it says "You shall strengthen the stranger and the dweller in your midst and live with him." (Leviticus 25.35.) This means that you should strengthen him until he will not fall and need help (from others).
8. Less than this is one who gives charity to the poor without knowing to whom he gives, nor does the receiver know from whom he is taking. This is performing a good deed for the sake of Heaven, like the Secret Chamber in the Temple where the righteous gave secretly, and the poor (even those from wealthy backgrounds) could take anonymously. This is almost like giving to a Charity Box. But one should not put anything into the box unless he knows that the one responsible for the box is faithful and wise and leads correctly like Rabbi Chananya ben Teradyon.
 
9. Less than this is one who knows to whom he gives, but the recipient does not know who gives to him like the greatest of our wise men who went secretly and put money through the doors of the poor. It is appropriate to do this and a good quality where those who are responsible for collecting charity do not behave correctly. 

10. Less than this is one who does not know to whom he gives, but the poor person does know such as greatest of our wise men who used to put money into bags they slung behind them so that the poor would come and take money and not be ashamed. 

11. Less than this is one who gives to the poor before being asked. 

12. Less than this is one who gives to the poor after being asked. 

13. Less than this is one who gives to the poor person directly, gladly and with a smile. 

14. Less than this is someone who gives reluctantly.
The two overriding principles are that one should help the poor to take care of themselves with dignity and that anonymity is the preferred way of giving. Jewish law is nothing if not realistic. Since the time of Maimonides more practical and less idealistic voices have come to dominate and even in the most orthodox of communities public recognition of donors and in particular of charitable giving have proliferated to an almost comic degree. The idea of anonymity seems spectacularly out of fashion. One might also argue that the tax benefits now associated with charitable giving have gone a long way to reducing the moral significance of much of modern charity. However this does not detract from the importance of giving where one has other choices and the pressures of materialism work against charity.

Communal Responsibility
The Talmud
 and Maimonides
 are more specific about the details of communal responsibility. The Tamchui, often translated as 'Soup Kitchen,'  deals with daily immediate and emergency survival needs. The Kupa or fund deals with ongoing charitable obligations. All Jewish settlements had as a matter of obligation to establish these two funds and collectors had to be established as a priority, even before other, even synagogual or ritual necessities were dealt with. Anyone resident for longer than thirty days in a Jewish settlement or community was then liable to a tax that was usually an income based  rather than a poll tax to meet these requirements.
In Medieval times a third element of communal charity was the Interest Free Loan society that came to be known as the GMACH a word made up of the first Hebrew letters of the words Gemillut Chessed, Bestowing Kindness. The GMACH was in fact a sort of Micro Bank whose role it was either to help with the provision of accommodation by offering an interest free mortgae or alternatively set up or stimulate small business to ensure a degree of self-sufficiency. The only question that modernity raised was whether ones liability was in any way altered by State taxation. If a proportion of State taxation went towards ameliorating poverty, could this then be deducted from the tithe one was expected to give towards communal poverty relief or not.
 Most authorities took the view that short of being tipped into poverty oneself, the religious obligation still stood.
Donor Attitude
In any discussion of poverty one needs to deal with the issue of attitude and relationship. Since the biblical period Jewish liturgy has emphasized the importance of charitable giving to the point where on the Day of Atonement the repeated refrain is that Charity, Repentance and Prayer are the three linchpins of establishing a relationship with God. However Charity has come to be associated with a degree of differentiation between the 'haves' and the 'have nots' and the rabbis of the Talmud were very concerned that material prosperity should not be the measure of human worth r that giving should imply any kind of moral superiority. Charity was seen as an absolute obligation. I believe this is why the Talmud developed an alternative term called Gemilut Chessed, Kindness, that is not found in the bible and it occupies a superior position to Charity.
'These are the things that have no limit, leaving land for the poor to glean from, first fruits and pilgrimages (to Jerusalem), kindness ( Gemilut Chessed) and studying Torah. These are the things that a person benefits from in this world but the real reward is in the World to Come, respect for ones parents, kindness, making peace between people but study is greater than all.'
 
The rabbis of the Talmud elevated study because they argued that Study would lead to action (Talmud Kiddushin 40a et al). The importance of kindness is that it has no relationship to material wealth. A poor but strong man can be kind to a weak wealthy one and the highest form of kindness is carrying out the wishes of the dead because one cannot expect any gain at all. In other words charity or kindness with strings attached is far from the ideal. In discussing poverty therefore the way one relates to the poor is almost as important as the quantity and the quality of the aid preferred.
Law
All of Jewish Law is predicated on the principle of Justice and that everyone has access to it on an equal footing.
 Interestingly the biblical word for Charity and the word for Justice coincide. Whereas in Leviticus it is by deduction from verbal association
 in Isaiah it is explicit .
 However for justice to be carried out it must be accessible. Hence the Talmud lays down the obligation to establish accessible courts in every city and in every town
. And of course the assumption is always that Justice will follow the biblical insistence that it be fair and honest and above corruption
.
This Judicial aspect was regarded as so important that the rabbis extended it to apply to the non Jewish world too. Around two thousand years ago as Jewish values spread around the Roman Empire the rabbis recognized that for most people the demands of the Torah were more than they could realistically be expected to maintain. A new category of 'associate' emerged called the 'Son of Noah.' Anyone who abided by the Seven Noachide Commandments' was to be given equal civil rights within Jewish communities and not treated as a pagan alien
. The seven are idolatry, cursing God, murder, adultery, theft, cruelty to animals and a fair legal system. A legal system that is fair and open to everyone is regarded as an absolutely fundamental requirement for a just, civilized system and for charity to be effective. Without it, all the best will in the world, the charity and the sympathy, will simply be swept away by corruption and vested interests and their effect if not entirely nullified, certainly vitiated.  Without tackling the underlying political and legal structures, Judaism would argue that charity may relieve poverty in marginal, palliative ways, it cannot really deal with it let alone eradicate it. As Deuteronomy says 'The poor will never cease from the land. Therefore I command you to open your hands to them.'

Conclusion

If Judaism has invaluable ideas and moral imperatives going back thousands of years and if it is strong on human prescription, it is weak on social and political systems. It is impossible to talk about Judaism favouring a Marxist, Socialist or Capitalist system. The primary concern has been that individuals meets their religious and social obligations. The fact that for two thousand years Jews lived under alien religious and legal systems meant that they responded reactively and cautiously and above all adaptively. There was no point in putting energy into designing social systems if one had no control over ones political environment. In Europe Jews were indeed often given limited control over their communities. One thinks of 'The Council of the Four Lands.
'  Even with the establishment of a State for Jews in 1948, the political system is not a religious one and the law of Israel is based on Ottoman and British Mandate Law as well as to a limited degree, Jewish Law. Current debate in rabbinic circles focuses more on the role of religion in a secular environment and on the internal workings of Jewish Law ritually rather than socially. Even before the Holocaust, traditional Judaism  tended to be influenced more by survival and a degree of inward focus than broader concerns and systems. Where other denominations in Judaism have indeed ventured in to the field, they have often done so on bases that are arguably not based on traditional values. 

Sadly the introspective and reductionist mood has been reinforced by a perception that many parts of the world have adopted a distinctly unfriendly attitude to Jews. Even if this is usually political, nevertheless it inevitably leads to a retreat behind one's own defensive borders, both literally and figuratively. This makes it all the more important to take the ideological foundations of the Jewish religious and legal attitude towards poverty and to ensure that new modalities, both social and political are able to actualize these important ethical obligations that have ramifications for us all.
Prepared by Rabbi Jeremy Rosen, Professor and Chairman of the Faculty of Comparative Religion, Wilrijk, Belgium.
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