Tzedakah and G’milut Hasadim
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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 lend him sufficient for whatever he needs.

--Deuteronomy (Devarim) 15:7-8
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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 him, and not to ignore your own kin.

--Isaiah (Yeshayahu) 58:7
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The Gemara now discusses which applicants for assistance must be investigated:

Rav Huna said: We investigate the eligibility of a pauper that asks for food, but we do not investigate the
eligibility of an inadequately dressed pauper that asks for clothing. Rather, we fulfill his request immediately.

Rav Huna offers two sources for his ruling: If you wish, say that my ruling is established by a Biblical verse,
or if you wish, say that it can be deduced by rational argument. If you wish, say that it can be deduced by
rational argument, as follows: This inadequately clothed applicant debases himself by appearing before the
charity administrators in his woeful attire. If he were not truly in need, he would not do so. Thus, there is no
reason to investigate whether he owns proper clothing. And this other applicant does not debase himself by
merely claiming that he is hungry. Thus the administrators much investigate whether he is telling the truth.

Rav Huna how advances his Scriptural source: If you wish, say that the ruling is established by the following
verse: “Will you not break your bread for the hungry?”’ (Isaiah 58:7). The word “break™ (paros) is written
with the letter sin and not samech, so that it can be read a parosh, “clarify.” Thus, the verse instructs us first to
investigate and clarify whether the supplicant is truly hungry, and then give him food if he is deserving. But
there, with regard to those who lack adequate clothing, it is written: “When you see the naked, you shall
cover him” (Isaiah 58:7). This verse implies that clothing should be provided “when you see” him—that is,



immediately upon being apprised of his need, without first investigating whether it is authentic.
Interpreting the two verses differently, Rav Yehudah reverses Rav Huna’s ruling:

And Rav Yehudah said: We investigate the eligibility of an inadequately dressed pauper that ask for
clothing, but we do not investigate the eligibility of a pauper that asks for food.

Rav Yehudah also offers two sources for his ruling: If you wish, say that my ruling can be deduced by rational
argument, or if you wish, say that it is established by a Biblical verse. If you wish, say that it can be deduced
by rational argument, as follows: This one who asks for food is possibly suffering the pangs of hunger, and
we should not prolong his suffering while we verify his claim. But this one who requests clothing does not
suffer physically. Hence, he must wait while we authenticate his claim.

Rav Yehudah now advances his Scriptural source: If you wish, say that the ruling is established by a Biblical
verse: Here, regarding one who requests food, it is written: “Will you not break your bread for the
hungry?” The verse implies that one must break the bread for him immediately; just as we read the word
“pros.” The administrators may not delay feeding the supplicant in order to investigate him. But there,
regarding those who lack adequate clothing, it is written: ‘“When you see the naked, you shall cover him,”
which implies that only when it is apparent to you that the supplicant is not deceiving (i.e., after you have
investigated the matter) may you provide him with the garments he requests.

The Gemara offers corroborations of Rav Yehudah’s position:

It was taught in a Baraisa [an earlier rabbinic text] like the opinion of Rav Yehudah: If [a pauper] said,
“Clothe me,” we investigate him to determine if he is truly needy. If however, he said, ‘“Provide me with
sustenance,” we do not investigate.

--Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 9a
(Translation: Talmud Bavli, The Schottenstein Edition, Mesorah Publications)
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The Gemara cites a ruling in regard to visiting the sick:

It has been taught in a Baraisa [an earlier rabbinic text]: Visiting the sick is a mitzvah that has no limit.
The Gemara analyzes this statement: What does the Baraisa mean that “it has no limit”?

Rav Yosef thought to say it means there is no limit to the reward that Heaven will bestow upon someone
who visits the sick. Abaye said to him: And in regard to all other mitzvos is there then a limit to their
reward of which we are aware? Certainly not, because God withheld this information, for we have learned
in the Mishnah: Be as scrupulous in regard to the performance of a “minor” mitzvah as you would be
in regard to the performance of a “major” mitzvah, for you do not know the reward bestowed for the
respective mitzvos.



The Gemara offers another interpretation:

Rather Abaye said: “It has no limit” means that even a great person must visit a lesser person who is ill.
There is no limit to the disparity between the status of the visitor and the status of the sick person.

Another explanation: Rava said: There is no limit in regard to how often one should visit the sick, even one
hundred times a day, as long as one does not inconvenience the sick person.

--Babylonian Talmud, Nedarim 39b
(Translation: Talmud Bavli, The Schottenstein Edition, Mesorah Publications)
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And R’ Chiya bar Rav from Difti taught in a Baraisa [an earlier rabbinic text]: R’ Yehoshua ben Korchah
says: Whoever averts his eyes from charity is considered as if he worships idols. For it is written here:
“Beware lest there be an irresponsible (b’liyaal) thought in your heart (Deuteronomy 15:9).” And it is
written there: “Irresponsible (bliyaal) men went out [to entice the inhabitants of a city into committing
idolatry] (Deuteronomy 13:14).” Just as there in the second verse, the term bliyaal is associated with idolatry,
so too here in the first verse, the term b’liyaal is associated with idolatry: Refusing to assist the poor is akin to
idol worship.

The Gemara cites a Baraisa that discusses swindlers who masquerade as paupers:

The Rabbis taught in a Baraisa: One who blinds his eye, bloats his stomach, or shrivels his leg, in order
to solicit charity, will not depart from the world until he indeed experiences such an affliction. One who
accepts charity, but does not truly need it, his end will be that he will not depart from the world until he
experiences such a need.

--Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 68a
(Translation: Talmud Bavli, The Schottenstein Edition, Mesorah Publications)



