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Ever since the Garden of Eden, life has been full of choices and so is today’s 

parsha. 

 

Today’s parsha even starts with one – 

 

Behold, I set before you today a blessing and a curse. 

The blessing, that you will heed the commandments of the Lord your God, which I 

command you today; 

and the curse, if you will not heed the commandments of the Lord your God, but 

turn away from the way I command you this day, to follow other gods, which you 

did not know. 

 

The Parsha then offers us a pretty fascinating list of ways we can choose to be a 

blessing including 

 Not praying to false idols 

 Properly taking over a conquered land from nations who pray to other gods 

 Establishing a sacred spot for offerings and donations 

 Eating meat BUT no blood 

 Not following false prophets 

 Obeying laws of kashrut 

 Releasing slaves and debts on the 7th year 

 Keeping pesach 

 And on Shavuot, a time to celebrate life’s bounty, it tells us,  
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“You will rejoice with your family and servants, with the Levites, with stranger, 

orphan and widow in your midst.”  

 

 “If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of your kinsmen in any of 

your settlements in the land that the Lord your God is giving you, do not harden 

your heart and shut your hand against your needy kinsman. Rather, you must open 

your hand and provide him that which is sufficient for all he is lacking.” 

 

That last paragraph inspired my choice of using this moment to explore tzedakah 

and with it, the ideas of tzedek and Tzadik. Charity, justice and righteousness. 

] 

In exploring the parsha I have come to appreciate even in Biblical times, people 

recognized how justice and money are intertwined.  

 

Both Tzedek and tzedakah somehow infer shades of righteousness, integrity, 

equity, truth, fairness and innocence.  

 

Interestingly Tzedakah,” is usually translated as “charity.”  But there is a critical 

distinction between the two. “Charity” comes from the Latin Caritas, which means 

“love.”  Charity is an act of love. Tzedakah is an act of justice, it is our duty. The 

intention of giving tzedakah reflects a basic Jewish goal: to enable every person to 

live with dignity, because every person has been created in the image of God.  

 

A Tzadik, a truly righteous person, knows the true justice of tzedakah goes beyond 

any courtroom. It is about doing what is right, not just what is legal. It’s about 

acting in a way that will bring us closer to god. 

Everyone, even those supported by charity has an obligation to make tzedakah.  

 

No matter how much you may be in need, you must still find something to offer 

others. Which makes sense since tzedakah is intended to restore human dignity, for 

both, the giver and the recipient. 

According to midrash, King David once asked God, “Why must there be such a 

huge economic disparity between the rich and the poor?” God replied: “If I make 

all people economically equal, who will practice kindness and charity?”  
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That seems to be a perfect transition to explore the intricacies of viewing tzedakah 

as a tool for economic social justice. 

The Jewish tradition doesn’t just recognize economic inequities, it addresses them. 

In today’s parsha we read:  

At the end of every seven years you shall make a release. And this is the manner of 

the release: every creditor shall release that which he lent to his neighbor; he shall 

not exact it of his neighbor and his brother; because the LORD’S release hath 

been proclaimed. 

This is called shmita and isn’t it a nice coincidence that we’ll be experiencing 

another Shmita starting on September 7. 

Think of what that must have been like two thousand years ago …an entire 

economy takes a rest, with no planting or harvesting. All of the agricultural 

workers got a year off. Anyone could come into a field owned by anyone else and 

take what they needed to eat. Debts went away and indentured servants were freed. 

Shmita is a radical Jewish idea of how we can implement financial justice. 

An even more radical redistribution of wealth took place every 50th year — seven 

times seven sabbatical years. When the Jubilee year came around, every person got 

back their original family holding. Families that had lost their land because of 

poverty or bad luck would have it returned. It was a periodic reboot of the 

economy, a divine order correcting the inevitable over-concentration of wealth in 

the hands of a few. 

Two weeks ago, John Oliver spent much of his This Week Tonight show talking 

about another radical idea to implement economic justice: reparations. And it 

strikes me as something that is a most fitting topic for parsha Re’eh.  

 

Now I know this is a loaded topic but bear with me.   

 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/sabbatical-year-shemitah-and-jubilee-year-yovel/
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When I used to hear the word reparation my immediate reaction was that’s not my 

issue… my great, great grandfather in a shtetl, not a plantation. It has nothing to do 

with me. 

 

But it does. Because while the Baron Family may never have owned slaves I have 

– and we all have  - benefitted from other levels of outright racism and 

discrimination that American society is built on. 

 

Let’s set slavery aside and take a look at a more modern issue.  

 

You may have heard about recently published study that showed the median net 

worth of white households in Boston was $247,500; $8 for US blacks. In Boston, 

the homeownership rate for Black households is 35.3 percent, yet for whites it is 

over 68%.   

 

Why? 

 

It would be so, so easy to look from afar, to blame the victims for this economic 

inequity. It is much harder, yet more important to take a deeper look into the 

impact of institutional housing discrimination. 

 

In the early 20th century, white people and white institutions used the new real 

estate industry to keep black people away from whites. 

 

One way to do this was to establish ‘racial covenants,’ bylaws written into deeds or 

local regulations forbidding the sale of a house to a non-white person. This wasn’t 

just in Texas or Mississippi. Manchester-By-The-Sea in Massachusetts only 

allowed blacks and Jews to live within its borders if they were servants. A Nahant 

property deed written in the 1920s contained language forbidding the owner to sell 

the house to Greeks or Jews. 

 

And yes, you can find historic Needham real estate ads boasting that this is ‘one of 

the most beautiful and restricted communities in the area’, along with original 

deeds of local properties with clauses like ‘ the premises are not to be sold to any 

member of the negro race.” 
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Our government helped make this happen. America’s suburban growth since the 

1940s was fueled by FHA and VA insurance that gave people the financial support 

needed to make home ownership affordable. That homeownership became an 

essential stepping stone for people to build equity and gain the financial resources 

that can shape a family for generations.  

 

After World War II, the GI Bill gave returning service members access to home 

loans with little or no down payment. But the vast majority of financial institutions 

refused to approve loans for African Americans. Even Black war veterans returned 

home only to be shut out of homeownership in the rapidly expanding suburbs. 

 

Federal agencies developed maps that color-coded areas green, yellow, blue, or red 

based on their credit-worthiness. A neighborhood earned a red color — or be 

“redlined” — if any African American’s lived in it at all, at which point, the area 

was essentially ineligible for any mortgages.  

 

At it’s beginning, the federal housing administration, insured over $40 billion in 

loans which is equivalent to nearly $400 billion today. That is quite a lot of family 

wealth. But estimates indicate that 98% of those loans went to white Americans. 

 

Through discriminatory housing policies, Federal, state and local governments 

have systematically kept Black people out of better homes, better neighborhoods 

with better schools, and better parks and healthier environments.  

 

Meanwhile, you and me and our parents and our grandparents have built equity 

and inheritances because of it. 

 

Reparations is a word laden with controversy. It is unquestionably threatening to 

our self-perception both financially and ethically. 

 

And, let me be clear, I have no idea what a reasonable reparations programs would 

look like. 
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But I do know that this week’s parsha reminds us that financial inequity is 

something that must be addressed, not ignored.  

 

Reparations, the idea of making good on some devastating systematic inequity in 

our lifetimes, goes far beyond tzedakah. It is part of the Tzedek, Tzedek the justice, 

justice we must pursue. And maybe, just maybe, being open to this idea, as 

difficult as it may be to conceive, gives us all an opportunity to be a bit more 

Tzadik not just in the eyes of god, but in the eyes of our neighbors, too. 

The choice is ours. 

 

Shabbat shalom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


