
Invitation to Judaism – Lesson Plan – Tzedakah and Gemilut Hassadim 
Rabbi Steven Morgen, Congregation Beth Yeshurun 

Reading:  Robinson pp. 235-238;  

Telushkin articles of Tzedakah (#265) and Acts of Loving-Kindness (#276) 

1. Tzedakah 

a. Importance of the Mitzvah of Tzedakah (see pp. 2-5) 

b. Tzedakah => Tzedek = Justice; Charity => caritas = caring; philanthropy = love 

of people  

c. Maimonides ladder (8 levels) of charity (see pp. 2-3 and Robinson p.237-8) 

d. Tithing (see Laws of Tzedakah and Maaser by Rabbi Shimon Taub – ArtScroll) 

i. Origin of tithing in Bible. 

ii. What Rabbis made of the various tithes (see chart below), and other gifts 

to the poor 

iii. Tithing today 

iv. Mechanics of tithing complex: what is income? who is eligible to receive? 

(see book Laws of Tzedakah and Maaser) 

c. Two more authors: Danny Siegel and Meir Tamari 

2. Gemilut Hassadim – Acts of Lovingkindness 

a. Replaces Sacrifices – see handout – p. 4,  Text 1  

b. Importance of Gemilut Hassadim and Tzedakah – p. 4, Texts 2 and 3 

c. Difference with Tzedakah: latter is sub-category of former. But Rabbis said 

gemilut hassadim better than tzedakah see Robinson p.236, p. 4, Text 4 

d. God’s Partner/Imitation of God – p. 5, Texts 5 and 6 

 

Tithing System According to Rabbinic Interpretation 

Tithe Year 1 Year 2  Year 3  Year 4  Year 5  Year 6  Year 7  

First Levites Levites Levites Levites Levites Levites Sabbatical 

Second  Jerusalem Jerusalem Poor Jerusalem Jerusalem Poor Sabbatical  
 

Levite Tithe: Numbers 18:21 

Jerusalem Tithe: Deuteronomy 14:23-26 

Strangers, orphans, widows [i.e. poor] and Levites: Deuteronomy 14:28 

 

Every Year Poor People Collect: Pe’ah, Leket, Shichechah (Corners, Gleanings, Forgotten) 

Leviticus 19:9-10 

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the edges (pe’ah) of 

your field, or gather the gleanings (leket) of your harvest.  
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You shall not pick your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave 

them for the poor and the stranger: I the LORD am your God. 

Deuteronomy 24:19-21 

When you reap the harvest in your field and overlook (shichechah) a sheaf in the field, do not 

turn back to get it; it shall go to the stranger, the fatherless, and the widow—in order that the 

LORD your God may bless you in all your undertakings.  

When you beat down the fruit of your olive trees, do not go over them again; that shall go to the 

stranger, the fatherless, and the widow.  

When you gather the grapes of your vineyard, do not pick it over again; that shall go to the 

stranger, the fatherless, and the widow. 

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Law of Gifts to the Poor, Chapter 10 

1. We must be especially careful to observe the mitzvah of tzedakah, more so than any other 

positive mitzvah, for tzedakah is a sign of the righteous [tzadik] lineage of Abraham, our 

father, as it is said, (Genesis 18:19) For I have singled him out, that he may instruct his 

children and his posterity [to keep the way of the LORD] by doing what is just 

[tzedakah]. [See Babylonian Talmud Yevamot 79a .] The throne of Israel is established and the 

religion of truth stands only on tzedakah, as it is said, (Isaiah 54:14) You shall be 

established through righteousness [tzedek]. And Israel will only be redeemed 

through tzedakah, as it is said, (Isaiah 1:27) Zion shall be saved in the judgment; her 

repentant ones, in the retribution [tzedakah]. [See Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 139a] 
…… 

4.  Anyone who gives tzedakah to a poor person with a scowl and causes him to be 

embarrassed, even if he gave him a thousand zuz, has destroyed and lost any merit thereby. 

Rather, one should give cheerfully, with happiness [to do so] and empathy for his plight, as it 

is said, (Job 30:25) Did I not weep for the unfortunate? Did I not grieve for the needy? And 

one should speak to him words of comfort and consolation, as it is said, (Job 29:13) [I 

received the blessing of the lost,] I gladdened the heart of the widow. 

5.  If a poor person asks of you [to give him something], and you do not have anything in your 

possession to give to him, comfort him with words. It is forbidden to speak harshly to a poor 

person or to raise your voice in a shout, for his heart is broken and crushed. … And woe to 

anyone who shames a poor person! Woe to him! Rather, let him be like a father to him, in 

compassion and in words, as it is said, (Job 29:15) I was a father to the needy. … 

7. (1) There are eight degrees of charity, one higher than the other.  The highest degree, 

exceeded by none, is that of the person who assists a poor [person] by providing him with a 

gift or a loan or by accepting him into a business partnership or by helping him find 

employment – in a word, by putting him where he can dispense with other people’s aid.  

With reference to such aid, it is said, “You shall strengthen him, be he a stranger or a settler, 

he shall live with you” (Lev. 25:35), which means strengthen him in such manner that his 

falling into want is prevented. 

8. (2) A step below this stands the one who gives alms to the needy in such manner that the 

giver knows not to whom he gives and the recipient know not from whom it is that he takes.  

Such exemplifies performing the meritorious act for its own sake.  An illustration would be 

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.18.19
https://www.sefaria.org/Yevamot.79a
https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.54.14
https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.1.27
https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.139a
https://www.sefaria.org/Job.30.25
https://www.sefaria.org/Job.29.13
https://www.sefaria.org/Job.29.15
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the Hall of Secrecy in the ancient sanctuary where the righteous would place their gift 

clandestinely and where poor people of high lineage would come and secretly help 

themselves to succor. 

The rank next to this is of him who drops money in the charity box.  One should not drop 

money in the charity box unless one is sure that the person in charge is trustworthy, wise, and 

competent to handle the funds properly, as was Rabbi Hananya ben Terdyon. 

9 (3) One step lower is that in which the giver knows to whom he gives but the poor person 

knows not from whom he receives.  Examples of this were the great sages who would go 

forth and throw coins overtly into poor people’s doorways.  This method becomes fitting and 

exalted, should it happen that those in charge of the charity fund do not conduct its affairs 

properly. 

10. (4) A step lower is that in which the poor person knows from whom he is taking but the giver 

knows not to whom he is giving.  Examples of this were the great sages who would tie their 

coins in their scarves which they would fling over their shoulders so that the poor might help 

themselves without suffering shame. 

11. (5) The next degree lower is that of him who, with his own hand, bestows a gift before the 

poor person asks. 

12. (6) The next degree lower is that of him who gives only after the poor person asks. 

13. (7) The next degree lower is that of him who gives less than is fitting but gives with a 

gracious mien. 

14. (8) The next degree lower is that of him who gives morosely. 

[Laws 1, 4, and 5 Trans. by Joseph B. Meszler, Williamsburg, Virginia, 2003, and cited from 

Sefaria.org; Laws 7-10, Translation by Isadore Twersky, in A Maimonides Reader (New York: 

Behrman House, 1972) pp. 136-7. Note: Maimonides lived 1135 – 1204 CE.] 

 

Deuteronomy 8:11-18 
“Take care lest you forget the LORD your God and fail to keep His commandments, His rules, 

and His laws, which I enjoin upon you today. When you have eaten your fill, and have built fine 

houses to live in, and your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your silver and gold have 

increased, and everything you own has prospered, beware lest your heart grow haughty and you 

forget the LORD your God – who freed you from the land of Egypt, the house of bondage; who 

led you through the great and terrible wilderness with its fiery serpents and scorpions, a parched 

land with no water in it, who brought forth water for you from the flinty rock; who fed you in the 

wilderness with manna, which your fathers had never known, … and you say to yourselves, ‘My 

own power and the might of my own hand have won this wealth for me.’ Remember that it is the 

LORD your God who gives you the power to get wealth …”  

Mishnah Avot 1:2 
Shimon the Righteous was from the remnants of the Great Assembly. He would say, “On three 

things the world stands: on the [study of] Torah, on worship [of God] and on acts of 

lovingkindness.” 
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Siddur Sim Shalom for 

Shabbat and Festivals 



- 5 - 

 

 

5 

6 


