Depersonalized Tzedakah: The Pros and Cons of
Giving Charity Through Tzedakah Organizations

Yossi Prager
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Mar Ukva had a pauper in his neighborhood, and Mar Ukva was accustomed every
day to toss four dinars for him into the slot adjacent to the hinge of the door. One
day the poor person said: | will go and see who is doing this service for me. That
day Mar Ukva was delayed in the study hall, and his wife came with him to
distribute the charity. When the pauper saw that someone was turning the door, he
went out after them to see who it was. Mar Ukva and his wife ran away from before
him, and they entered a certain furnace whose fire was already raked over and
tempered but was still burning. Mar Ukva’s legs were being singed, and his wife
said to him: Raise your legs and set them on my legs, which are not burned.
Understanding that only his wife was spared from burns, because she was more
worthy, Mar Ukva became distraught. By way of explanation, she said to him: | am
normally found inside the house, and when | give charity, my assistance is ready
and immediate, insofar as | distribute actual food items. Since you distribute money,
which is not as readily helpful, my aid is greater than yours. The Gemara asks: And
what is all this? Why did they go to such extreme lengths to avoid being discovered?
As Mar Zutra bar Toviya said that Rav said, and some say that Rav Huna bar Bizna
said that Rabbi Shimon Hasida said, and some say that Rabbi Yohanan said in the
name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai: It is preferable for a person to deliver himself
into a fiery furnace so that he not whiten the face of, i.e., embarrass, his friend in
public.
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The Sages said to Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi: Young students came to the study
hall and said things which were not said even in the days of Joshua bin Nun....
Gimmel dalet means give to the poor [gemol dalim]. Why is the leg of the gimmel
extended toward the dalet? Because it is the manner of one who bestows
loving-kindness to pursue the poor. And why is the leg of the dalet extended
toward the gimmel? It is so that a poor person will make himself available to him
who wants to give him charity. And why does the dalet face away from the gimmel?
It is to teach that one should give charity discreetly so that the poor person will not
be embarrassed by him.
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Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba says: Rabbi Yohanan raises a contradiction. In one place it
is written: “Riches profit not on the day of wrath, but charity delivers from death”
(Proverbs 11:4), and elsewhere it is written: “Treasures of wickedness profit
nothing, but charity delivers from death” (Proverbs 10:2). Why these two verses
about charity, that it delivers from death? One teaches that charity delivers from an
unnatural death in this world, and one verse serves to teach that charity delivers
from the judgment of Gehenna in the World-to-Come. And in which verse is that
charity delivers from the judgment of Gehenna? It is in that in which “wrath” is
written, as with regard to the day of judgment it is written: “That day is a day of
wrath” (Zephaniah 1:15). And which is that which delivers from an unnatural
death? It is the type in which one gives without knowing to whom he gave it, and
the other one takes it without knowing from whom he took it. One gives it without
knowing to whom he gave it, this serves to exclude the practice of Mar Ukva. The
one takes it without knowing from whom he took it; this serves to exclude the
practice of Rabbi Abba, who would render his money ownerless, so that poor people
would come and take it without his knowing whom he helped. Rather, how then
should one act? The best method is to put the money into the charity purse.
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(9) A lower level than that is an instance when the giver knows to whom he is giving,
but the poor person does not know from whom he received. An example of this were
the great Sages who would go in secret and throw money into the doorways of the
poor. This is a worthy way of giving charity and it is a good quality [to express] if the
trustees of the charitable fund are not conducting themselves appropriately.

(10) A lower level than that is an instance when the poor person knows from whom he
took, but the donor does not know to whom he gave. An example of this were the great
Sages who would bundle coins in a sheet and hang them over their shoulders and the
poor would come and take them so that they would not be embarrassed.
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And Rabbi Yitzhak says: Anyone who gives a peruta to a poor person receives six
blessings, and whoever consoles him with words of encouragement receives
eleven blessings.
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(7) It is to share your bread with the hungry, and to take the wretched poor into your
home; When you see the naked, to clothe them, and not to ignore your own kin.
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(5) Yose ben Yochanan (a man) of Jerusalem used to say: Let thy house be wide open,
and let the poor be members of thy household.
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(16) ...As there was a chamber of privacy in the temple, there was also one in every
city, because the poor of good families secretly received their sustenance there.
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Mar Ukva had another pauper in his neighborhood, and Mar Ukva was accustomed
to send to him four hundred dinars every eve of Yom Kippur. One day he sent the
money to him by the hand of his son. The son returned and said to him: The poor
individual does not need the charity. Mar Ukva said: What did you see? He said, |
saw them spilling old wine on the ground for him, to give the room a pleasant smell.
Mar Ukva said: If he is pampered this much, then he needs even more money. He
doubled the funds and sent them to him.
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(5) .... We are commanded to walk in these intermediate paths - and they are good and
straight paths - as [Deuteronomy 28:9] states: "And you shall walk in His ways."

(6) [Our Sages] taught the explanation of this mitzvah: Just as He is called "Gracious,"
you shall be gracious; Just as He is called "Merciful," you shall be merciful; Just as He
is called "Holy," you shall be holy;

In a similar manner, the prophets called God by other titles: "Slow to anger," "Abundant
in kindness," "Righteous," "Just," "Perfect," "Almighty," "Powerful," and the like. [They
did so] to inform us that these are good and just paths. A person is obligated to
accustom himself to these paths and [to try to] resemble Him to the extent of his ability.
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