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. . . the tractate on Jewish ethics . . . (all of Israel are responsible for one another) is 
recognized as an obligation of the Jewish nation, community and individual towards the 
underprivileged classes. 

This paper outlines those laws within the structure of Judaism which promote 
programs geared towards social welfare. A working concept o /Torahprov ides the source 
for policy and poverty programs. The actual legal aspects of these programs as well as 
their implementation both historically and in present day will offer a clear picture of how 
they operate within Judaism. 

Torah A s Pol icy 

In Jewish scholarship and society the 
w o r d T o r a h has c o m e t o h a v e m a n y 
def init ions and shades of meaning . It is 
therefore necessary to provide s o m e useful 
understanding of what Torah is. Literally, 
the Torah is the Five B o o k s of Moses . The 
w o r d itself, h o w e v e r , s t e m s f r o m the 
Hebrew, Horaah—a teaching—and has 
c o m e to include the entire c o m p l e x of 
Jewish tradit ion incorporat ing the Oral 
Law as well as the Bible. This Oral Law is a 
fabulous wealth of detailed information 
which has been traditionally handed d o w n 
verbally from its incept ion at M o u n t Sinai 
until finally commit ted to writing around 
the year 200 C . E . T h e s e in s t ruc t iona l 
details associated with the c o m m a n d m e n t s 
of the Old Testament devo lved into sixty 
t o m e s of Talmudic literature deal ing with 
fine legal dist inct ions which are further 
e lucidated by later commentar ies . This 
body of rabbinic literature is what we shall 
call Torah . 1 

There seem to be t w o goals underlying 
the c o m m a n d m e n t s decreed by the Torah. 
One of these is the betterment of the 
individual's personal i ty and attitude. The 
a im is "to create in m a n moral values and 

1 For a thorough analysis of the definition of Torah 
see Zecharia Fendel, Anvil of Sinai. New York: 
Hashkofo Pub., 1977. 

spiritual qualit ies such as kindness , s in­
cerity, and conf idence in the ult imate g o o d 
in m a n . " 2 N o t only is this Torah ideo logy 
but it is in itself one of the c o m m a n d m e n t s : 
"Ye shall be holy; for I the L-rd your G-d 
a m ho ly ." 3 This is expla ined by our Sages 
as the behest to emulate G-d's qualities: 
"Just as He is grac ious and compass ionate 
so be thou gracious and c o m p a s s i o n a t e . " 4 

Ideally, a society c o m p o s e d of kind and 
generous individuals will certainly seek to 
benefit its underprivileged and vulnerable 
classes. Unfortunately , reality attests to the 
fact that society d o e s not operate e x ­
c l u s i v e l y by t h e g r a c i o u s n e s s o f i t s 
individuals. 

The second a im of Torah ideo logy is the 
unif ication of its adherents into a col lective 
character, a Jewish c o m m u n i t y . M a n y of 
the c o m m a n d m e n t s n o t o n l y p r o m o t e 
c o m m o n purpose and belief but are a lso 
directed specifically towards unifying the 
Jewish nation. This fundamental is taught 
in the tractate o n Jewish ethics which 
states , "All of Israel are responsible for one 
another ." 5 This is recognized as an obl iga-

2 Yehuda Loew, Netivot Olam, Prague, (circa 
1560) p. 3. 

J Lev. XIX:2 
4 Shabbos 133b 
5 Sanhedrin 27b 
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t ion of the Jewish nat ion , c o m m u n i t y , and 
ind iv idua l t o w a r d s the underpr iv i leged 
c lasses . A l t h o u g h unity is basic t o all of the 
precepts , this paper will e x a m i n e only 
those laws which are nat ional in scope and 
which seek directly to improve the lot of 
society's lower classes. 

In contrast t o modern nat ional welfare 
pol ic ies which are flexible and sensitive to 
chang ing needs , "Torah po l i cy" is i m ­
mutable . A l t h o u g h this may seem unrealis­
tic, it is predicated o n the belief that Torah 
law was preordained and transmitted by 
G-d, W h o s e omnisc ience created a legal 
structure so a l l - encompass ing that it cou ld 
be bene f i c ia l regardless o f c h a n g e s in 
soc ie ty and government . The final port ion 
of this paper is devo ted to the relevance of 
these ancient programs in present society. 

Nat ional ly Oriented 
Jewish Poverty Programs 

In order t o evaluate Jewish poverty 
programs o n e must first understand the 
Jewish social n o r m or societal att i tude 
t o w a r d s its p o o r as prescribed by the 
Torah . 

To the end of eliminating poverty, Judaism 
as in all other faiths extolls the virtues of 
giving. The uniqueness of Judaism's poverty 
program, however, is that its success does not 
depend on mere exhortation to give generously. 
Rather, the religion prescribes certain man­
datory levels of giving and objective criteria of 
receiving above a certain minimum level. This 
makes the program somewhat analagous to 
our modern poverty programs based on 
taxation and minimum relief. This approach is 
reflected by the Hebrew term for poor aid, 
zedakah, which is best defined etymologically 
as "justice" and implies a compulsory giving 
rather than a "charity" or a free will offering. 
In other words it is only "just" that the poor 
share in the wealth of the more fortunate. 6 

Real programs to alleviate the base poverty 
level existed in ancient Jewish society. 

6 A. Shapiro, "The Poverty Program of Judaism." 
Review of Social Economy, (Sept.) Vol. 29, 1971. pp. 
100-205. 

T h e s e were u n d e r s u r v e i l l a n c e o f the 
govern ing bodies and infractions of the law 
cou ld even invite corporal puni shment by 
the court s . 7 

The Torah's major effort to alleviate 
poverty as applied to agricultural soc iety in 
biblical t imes , was harvest a l locat ions to 
the needy. The first o f the three harvest 
gifts is cal led leket—gleanings. In the legal 
and technical sense the word is used for the 
ears of corn or other grain which were 
inadvertent ly dropped by the owner o f the 
field or his employee during the reaping. 
These must n o w be left to be gathered by 
the p o o r . 8 It is forbidden to deprive the 
p o o r o f their p o r t i o n o f the c r o p by 
contr iv ing special devices which wou ld 
prevent them from picking up the gleanings. 
It was a l so forbidden t o permit the chi ldren 
o f the e m p l o y e e s to pick up the g l ean ings . 9 

The law of leket a l so includes trees and 
vines where the indigent may collect all the 
single fallen grapes and the underdeveloped 
clusters. 

The second agricultural c o m m a n d m e n t 
is n a m e d shikchah—forgotten sheaves . If a 
sheaf was left during the harvest , the owner 
of the field may not return t o col lect it. 
T h e shea f n o w b e l o n g s to the p o o r . 1 0 

M a i m o n i d e s considers it obl igatory u p o n 
the o w n e r t o leave the "forgotten" sheaf for 
the p o o r . " T w o forgot ten sheaves are 
cons idered as shikchah but not three. 
Similarly, if one forgets to pluck the fruit o f 
one or t w o trees it b e c o m e s the property of 
the p o o r . 1 2 

The third in this set is called pe 'ah—the 
uncut corner of the f i e ld . 1 3 The bible sets n o 

7 Mishna Pe'ah 1:2. Also Maimonides, "Mishne 
Torah," Malanot Anyim Chp. 1. 

8 Lev. XIX, 9. Mishna Pe'ah 4:10. Maimonides, 
Malanot Anyim Chapt. 4. 

» Mishna Pe'ah 5:6. 
10 Deut. XXIV 19. 
1 1 Maimonides, "Sefer Hamitsvot" Positive Com­

mandment #122. 
12 Mishna Pe 'ah 6:7 and 7:1. 
" Lev. XIX 9, XXI11 23. 
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m i n i m u m quant i ty t o be left as the un-
reaped crop but the Sages ordained at least 
one s ixt ieth of the crop of a particular field. 
In cons iderat ion for the embarrassment of 
the poor , that a m o u n t should be left at the 
very end of the field in an inconsp icuous 
c o r n e r . 1 4 A l t h o u g h the m i n i m u m a m o u n t 
for pe 'ah fixed by the Sages is one-s ixt ieth, 
it should a lways be proport ioned to the size 
of the field, the number of poor and the 
yield of the harves t . 1 5 A farmer w h o has 
illegally harvested his entire field must 
m a k e reparation to the poor , even if his 
grain has a lready b e e n p r o c e s s e d in to 
b r e a d . 1 6 Pe'ah t o o appl ies to trees. Thus all 
farm produce is included in these three 
agricultural programs. 

A n o t h e r form of benefit to the poor is 
based on an agricultural a l lo tment called 
ma'aser ani—the p o o r m a n ' s t i the. The 
biblical s o u r c e 1 7 requires a tenth o f all 
produce to be set aside for the priestly class 
and this, a second tenth, be al loted every 
third and sixth year for the p o o r and needy. 
If one is unable to distribute the poorman's 
tithe oneself, it has t o be depos i ted in an 
official s torehouse for the p o o r . 1 8 A l though 
the priest ly t i the d e n o t e s care for the 
spiritual side of life, this poorman's tithe is 
concerned with life's social aspects . The 
poorman's tithe deve loped later into an all-
encompass ing program of income redis­
tribution which will be treated below. 

There is one final nat ional effort which 
may be viewed as a poverty program. T h e 
Jewish hol iday of Purim, with historically 
nationalist ic c o n n o t a t i o n s , requires each 
individual to give a meaningful s u m of 
m o n e y to at least t w o needy persons . 
M o n i e s which were des ignated for this 
purpose may not be diverted to any other 

14 Shabbos 23. Maimonides, Malanot Anyim 2:12. 
15 Mishna Pe'ah 1:2. Maimonides, Matanot Anyim 

1:15. 

worthy cause . In add i t ion , any mendicant 
requesting o n this day may not be turned 
a w a y e m p t y h a n d e d . 1 9 In this way , at least 
once a year a n entire nat ion was mobi l ized 
into social concern for its lower classes . In 
order t o appreciate these Jewish regula­
t ions in the c o n t e x t o f nat ional programs it 
is necessary to study their implementat ion 
historically and their acceptance today. 

E m p l o y m e n t o f these Programs 

The Jewish nat ion began as a theocracy. 
The king was initially c h o s e n for his saint-
liness as well as his l ineage, and his act ions 
were checked by the Sanhedrin, or Supreme 
Court o f S a g e s . 2 0 T h e king and all o f his 
offices were b o u n d by Torah law. All 
government pol ic ies and resulting pro­
grams were predetermined by the Torah's 
precepts. Thus it was the national govern­
ment's responsibi l i ty to oversee the ful­
fil lment of these agricultural obl igat ions . 
For the first 600 years of Israel's nat ion­
h o o d in the H o l y Land these c o m m a n d ­
ments of leket, shikchah and pe'ah were 
carried out nat ional ly , in varying degrees 
of intensity depending u p o n the spiritual 
orientat ion of the monarch . During the 
Baby lon ian exi le (586 B.C.E. ) the Jewish 
sel f -government was headed by the rabbis 2 1 

w h o proclaimed that these agricultural 
poverty programs must be maintained even 
in B a b y l o n i a . 2 2 A l t h o u g h later forms of 
Jewish a u t o n o m y were very l imited, rab­
binic a u t h o r i t y w a s a c c e p t e d as f inal . 
Therefore , whi le the Jews lived in self-
contained communi t i e s , they cont inued to 
disburse produce a l locat ions on a nat ional 
scale. The Jewish c o m m u n i t y in Babylonia 
lasted over 1000 years and during this 
f l our i sh ing " T a l m u d i c e r a " the p e o p l e 

1 9 Maimonides, Megilla 2:15. 
3 0 H. Gratz, History of the Jews. Philadelphia: 

Jewish Pub. Society, 1891. Vol. 1, p. 394. 
2 1 A. Miller, Torah Nation. New York: Balshon, 

1971, p. 71. 
22 Hullin 137b. 
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rigidly mainta ined their support programs 
for the poor , never veering from these 
rabbinic ordinances. 

Only after Jewish dispersal a m o n g s t the 
nat ions , at the end of the tenth century, did 
adherence to these precepts weaken. The 
Code of Jewish Law states , "If there are no 
Jewish p o o r to be found , there is no need to 
leave leket, shikchah, and pe'ah in the 
f i e lds ." 2 3 One of the glosses on the a b o v e 
s t a t e m e n t a d d s , " N o w a d a y s , the l a w s 
concern ing the harvest gifts are n o longer 
observed as the majority of the popula t ion 
are n o n - J e w s and if o n e leaves the gifts in 
the f ields, they will c o m e and take t h e m . " 2 4 

In modern Israel where the majority o f 
the c o m m u n i t y is Jewish, it would seem 
that the ob l igat ion is once more effective. 
H o w e v e r , the government does not fo l low 
T o r a h law a n d d o e s n o t require that 
harvest a l lotments be set aside. It is k n o w n 
to this author , however , that at least two 
religious sett lements d o set aside these 
agr i cu l tura l a l l o c a t i o n s as wel l as the 
ma'aser ani tenth of the total produce. 

It is interesting to note the later historical 
deve lopments in the poorman's t i the— 
ma'aser ani. R. David b. Samuel in a g loss 
on the Code of Jewish Law expla ins that 
the agricultural requirements of the poor-

2 3 Joseph Caro, Shulchan Aruch (circa 1500) Yoreh 
Deah 332. 

2 4 Moses Isserles, op. cit. 

man's tithe have been transferred to a 
monetary obl igat ion which requires all 
wage earners to give a m i n i m u m of o n e -
tenth of all yearly i n c o m e to char i ty . 2 5 The 
Code of Jewish Law further e lucidates that 
this ob l igat ion appl ies nat ional ly wi thout 
except ion and even the beggar must give 
one- tenth of his c o l l e c t i o n s . 2 6 Generous 
persons m a y donate up to one-fifth but 
never more for fear that their generosi ty 
might cause their o w n poverty. Moreover , 
rabbinic authorit ies of each city are per­
mitted t o enforce this 10% tax m a k i n g it a 
clearly compulsory program of income 
redistribution. In O r t h o d o x circles today , 
this practice is kept t h o u g h there are n o 
authorit ies to enforce it. 

In reality these programs d o not exist 
today on a national level. This might be due 
to t w o factors. Firstly, as already m e n ­
t ioned , dispersion a m o n g s t non-Jews as 
well as g lobal departure from agricultural 
soc ie ty have made these farmers' obl iga­
t ions non-binding . Secondly , Conservat ive 
and Reform m o v e m e n t s within Juda i sm 
const i tute the majority of Jews w h o no 
longer a c c e p t T o r a h a u t h o r i t y a n d its 
poverty programs. T h u s only the Ortho­
d o x cont inue o n a small scale to adhere to 
these obl igat ions . 

2 5 Turey Zahav, gloss on Yoreh Deah 331:1. 
2 6 Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah 249:1. 
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