
T here is a time-honored practice among Klal 
Yisroel to separate ten percent of one’s in-
come as maaser. It is interesting to note that 

although the act of separating and giving maaser 
clearly has some sources in the Torah, there is a dis-
pute among the poskim as to whether it is an obliga-
tion Mideoraisah or Miderabonon. In fact, most 
poskim maintain that it is neither Mideoraisa nor 
Miderabonon, and is only a minhag tov among Klal 
Yisroel.1 Yet, we find that Yiddin deal so meticu-
lously with regard to Maaser, and yearn to fulfill this 
minhag tov in the most scrupulous manner. The ab-
solute adherence to this custom is easily understood 
if one views his obligation to give maaser as being a 
90%-10% partnership with Hashem, and not as sim-
ply giving away 10% of his income. This is because 
we all want to consider Hashem as our “business 
partner”, albeit a minor partner.2 This concept also 
makes clear why giving maaser is a segulah to be-
come wealthy. Hashem, as a partner, will ensure 
that one’s business is successful, so that He (i.e. 
through the maaser money) may also benefit, so to 
speak, by getting more from His 10% portion.  

Computing One’s Income  
With Regard to Maaser 

The Yerushalmi states that the first year that 
one gives maaser, he is required to separate maaser 
from his principal assets, which is money he has ei-
ther received (as a present, an inheritance, or a 

dowry) or found. In the 
following years, one 

separates maaser from the 
income or profit that was earned that year from in-
vesting the principal.3  

A Dowry and Money  
That Was Inherited 

There was a common practice for parents to 
separate maaser from the dowry that was designated 
for their children, intending to spare the couple from 
their obligation to separate maaser. Most poskim 
were opposed to this practice based on the fact that 
the obligation to separate maaser is on the recipient 
of the money. Therefore, each person who acquires 
the money (i.e. the young couple) is required to 
separate maaser, even though maaser on this 
money has already been separated by others.4 The 
same would apply to money that was inherited. 

However, Rav Moshe Feinstein rules that if 
after separating maaser, the parents give the money 
to the young couple for a specific purpose (e.g. so 
that the husband can sit and learn), the young cou-
ple may not separate their own maaser, since that 
will adversely affect the parents. Nevertheless, Rav 
Moshe maintains that in certain circumstances, the 
young couple should give maaser from the interest 
earned by the money in the bank.5 

The entire preceding discussion of whether 
children are obligated to give maaser on the dowry 
they receive from their parents or parents in-law is 
limited to cases where the parents gave a certain 
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sum of money to assist the children in getting started 
on their own. This money is viewed as a present 
where each recipient is required to separate maaser, 
as will be explained below. However, some poskim 
maintain that if the parents accept upon themselves 
to support their children continuously and provide 
all their necessities, the children are not required to 
give maaser from that money. This is because even 
though the children are married, they are dependent 
on their parents for continuous support, and are 
considered similar to unmarried children who do not 
have to separate maaser from the money that their 
parents give them for support. This money is no dif-
ferent than any money that belongs to the parents 
which they may spend in any way they choose. 
Therefore, if they decide to spend it on their chil-
dren, the maaser which they separated themselves is 
sufficient. 6 It is important to note that the married 
couple is required to separate maaser from any 
other sorts of income (e.g. a salary paid by a kollel).7 

Presents 

We mentioned earlier that one is required to 
separate maaser from monetary gifts. The halacha 
regarding non-monetary gifts, however, is an issue 
discussed among the poskim. Some poskim main-
tain that it depends on whether one would purchase 
such an item using one’s own funds. If one would 
have purchased such an item with his own money, 
maaser should be separated from the item’s esti-
mated value. However, if one would not have pur-
chased the item otherwise, maaser need not be 
separated. If one would have purchased a less ex-
pensive item had he not received the present, and 
he will not make the purchase now that he has re-
ceived the present (e.g. one intended to buy a small 
apartment and received a house), he should esti-
mate the amount that he would have spent which he 
is now saving, and add it on to his annual income 
when calculating maaser.8  

Other poskim disagree, and the general cus-
tom nowadays is not to give maaser from any non-
monetary present, unless it is sold afterwards.9 

Determining One’s Annual  
Income With Regard to Maaser 

We mentioned that one is required to separate 
one-tenth of his annual income as maaser. Only 
profit earned from buying and selling assets is sub-

ject to maaser. Profit that is earned from an increase 
in the value of one’s assets is only subject to maaser 
when they are sold and the actual profit is re-
ceived.10 

All profit is subject to maaser, whether the 
profit was acquired through a business venture or 
otherwise. For example, one who sold his house and 
received more money than he originally paid for it, 
is required to separate maaser from the profit. How-
ever, this requirement is only if the increase in value 
is the result of a greater demand for his home, or 
due to the fact that the location of the house is heav-
ily sought after. If a portion of the increase was due 
to inflation of the real estate market or the devalua-
tion of the local currency, one need not separate 
maaser from that portion of the profit.11 

Deducting Expenses  

One may deduct losses and expenses that are 
directly associated with his income, prior to calculat-
ing how much maaser he must separate. One may 
also deduct the amount of income tax he paid from 
his earnings. Similarly, one may deduct the real es-
tate tax that he pays for his business. All other taxes 
that are not directly associated with one’s business 
(e.g. a poll or head tax) may not be deducted.12 

Some examples of business expenses that may 
be deducted are: wages paid to an employee, the 
cost of leasing property or vehicles, traveling ex-
penses, advertising expenses, etc. Similarly, the cost 
of damage caused by theft or broken machinery 
may also be deducted. There is a machlokes among 
the contemporary poskim whether one may deduct 
the cost of purchasing vehicles or other property. 
The poskim dispute whether these purchases are to 
be viewed as expenses or as a capital investment. All 
agree that the depreciation in value or the cost of 
wear and tear may be deducted. One should consult 
a Rov for a final psak.13 

Some poskim say that one who purchased an 
expensive suit to wear while he is at his business 
may deduct the extra amount that he spent because 
of his business. He may not deduct the cost of the 
entire suit, unless he would not have bought it other-
wise.14 Some poskim say that one may deduct the 
cost of hiring domestic cleaning help, if one would 
have done the cleaning themselves had it not been 
for the business. (For example, if one did not have 
the time to clean their house because they were 
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busy with business matters, they may deduct the 
cost of the hired help that did the cleaning instead.) 
However, if the hired help washed laundry that 
would have otherwise been given to a laundromat 
or cleaners, the cost of the hired help may not be 
deducted.15 

Net Profit 

If a person was involved in two business ven-
tures and made profit from one but suffered a loss 
from the other, he may deduct the loss from the 
profit, and give maaser from the net profit alone. 
Likewise, if one received a present or an inheritance 
and also had a business loss, he may deduct his 
losses from his profits if he makes the accounting for 
the two ventures at the same time, and as a result, 
only give maaser from the net profit. 16 

The Importance of Keeping  
a Record of One’s Dealings 

The Chofetz Chaim suggests that a person 
designate one day every six months or at least one 
day every year, on which he will make an account-
ing of all his dealings. On this day, one should calcu-
late all the profit that he made since his last account-
ing, deduct all his losses, and then separate 10% 
from his net profit as maaser.17 This allows one to 
combine his losses and profits from different busi-
ness ventures and only be required to give maaser 
from his net gain. It must be stressed, however, that 
making an accounting is very important, for accord-
ing to some poskim one only fulfills the requirement 
of maaser if he has a detailed record of all his deal-
ings, even if he ends up giving more than 10% of his 
earnings. The money that is given in such a case is 
considered regular tzedakah. By giving the money in 
this fashion one will only have the guarantee that he 
will not be impoverished which is found regarding 
one who gives tzedakah, but he will not have the 
guarantee of becoming wealthy which is found re-
garding one who gives maaser and has a detailed 
record of his dealings.18 This idea can be understood 
very well with what we discussed earlier that when it 
comes to a person’s earnings, he is a 90%-10% 
partner with Hashem. One can only be an authentic 
partner if he has a detailed accounting of all his 
dealings.  
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• & May one use maaser money to purchase a lulav, esrog, tefilin, or shofar? To 
purchase an aliyah in shul? To purchase a sefer?  

• & May one use maaser money to pay for Yeshivah tuition costs? 

• & May one use maaser money to support his unmarried children? To support 
married children? 

• & May one use maaser money to purchase tickets at a Chinese auction or raffle of 
a tzedakah organization? 

In the next issue  
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