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“And they shall take for me a donation...”

In this week’s Parsha, Klal Yisrael is instructed to contribute monetarily towards the building effort of the Mishkan. This would be
the first of many commandments to contribute financially or otherwise towards the good of the Klal. One of the most well known
Mitzvos in this category, is the Mitzva of Tzedaka — to give charity to the needy. This Mitzva is commanded several times in the
Torah as a positive command, and twice as a prohibition against being stingy in this matter'. The Mitzva to pay attention to the
needs of the poor, surpasses that of other Mitzvos, and requires one at times to go out of his way to be available for them?. The
Gemara in Bava Basra states, that one may not build a courtyard in front of his house in a way that the indigent will be prevented
from approaching his door. One is required to design the curtilage of his home in the way that is most welcoming to the needy”.

Giving Tzedaka: The Shulchan Aruch lists eight ascending levels of giving Tzedaka. The highest possible level of Tzedaka, is
someone who supports another person who is struggling financially by offering him a loan or partnership in a business venture
thereby preventing his fiscal collapse. Similarly, finding a struggling individual a job so that he can support himself is the utmost
level of Tzedaka providing him with future financial stability. One who merely gives a finite amount of money is only helping the
person for the present, his future situation is still precarious. Providing him with a job, is a Tzedaka that can continuously provide
for this person’s needs. The Chofetz Chaim points out that technically this level is not really “Tzedaka” but rather “Gemilus
Chasadim”, since Tzedaka is only when giving money and not when lending or doing other Chesed with money*.

The next five degrees of Tzedaka consist of giving a generous amount of money in varying levels of anonymity. The highest of
these levels is one that gives without knowing who his beneficiary is, and without the recipient knowing the identity of his
benefactor. This can easily be accomplished by giving money to an organization who distributes the monies anonymously. This is
a greater level of Tzedaka than giving a beggar money directly. The second lowest level of Tzedaka is one who gives
inadequately but kindly in a pleasant manner. The lowest degree is one that gives inadequately and also unpleasantly, ‘adding
insult to injury’®.

The amount a person is required to give to Tzedaka is based on his financial ability and the needs of the poor®. One who can
afford to supply the needy with all their needs, according to the Bach is required to do so on his own, and may not rely on the
greater community to pool together adequate funds. According to the Shulchan Aruch, even if one philanthropist is able to provide
the complete amount, he is not required to do so if others can jointly contribute’. Chazal instituted that in general one should not
disburse more than one fifth of his total assets to Tzedaka. This was meant to protect a person from causing himself financial
hardship as a result of his generosity’. Giving 1/5 is considered the most munificent level of generosity required, with the
exception of the following seven situations®:
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1) To support Torah learning, one may dedicate more than a fifth of his money, since this is no different than investing in a
partnership where the dividends and profits are shared with the investors. Supporting the learning of Torah, is entering a lucrative
partnership with profits that are reaped for eternity. 2) One who spends his money on extravagant luxuries and lavish opulence is
certainly not required to be thrifty in his philanthropy, and was never included in the decree of Chazal. (This is aside from the
inappropriateness of such a lifestyle which we are not addressing.) 3) One who is extremely affluent and does not have to fear
bankruptcy by giving away more than 1/5 of his wealth. 4) Similarly, one who has a steady income and will not be faced with
financial ruin by giving some of his excess funds away, may do so even if this is more than a fifth of his current assets. 5) In life
threatening situations one is required to contribute even more than 1/5 to save a life. 6) If there are impoverished individuals
standing before him asking for help, he may help them even beyond 1/5 of his assets. 7) Some cite another exception, when one
is in need of atonement for a sin’.

One who cannot or does not wish to give one fifth of his wealth to Tzedaka, should at least give one tenth, commonly known as
Maaser Kesafim. (This was discussed at length in Parshas Lech Lecha.) One who gives less than this is considered miserly, but
has still fulfilled the Mitzva of Tzedaka, provided he gives at least 1/3 of a Shekel per year (approx. $1.50 at the present market
value'") or more preferably 1% Zehuvim (approx. $17.00)". According to the Shulchan Aruch, one who gives less than this
minimum has not fulfilled the Mitzva of Tzedaka at all. Others contend that the Mitzva of Tzedaka can be fulfilled with any amount
even less than a Perutah™. Aside from this minimum yearly obligation, one is also forbidden from turning any legitimate beggar
away empty-handed, even if one only gives him a small amount. A request for Tzedaka by mail does not obligate a response, only
in person™.

If the person asking for Tzedaka is a fraud, one should not give him money. Aside from the obvious waste of donating to
fraudulent causes, by giving him, one is causing this person to steal by accepting money he does not deserve. Even if the donor
forgoes on this money, the recipient is still culpable of intent to steal this money™.

A giver of Tzedaka should in no way use his generosity as a way of flaunting his prestige. One who does so, not only loses his
reward for the Mitzva, but also will receive retribution for his haughtiness. However, Tzedaka does not need to be given in total
anonymity. In fact, the Rashba paskens that it is proper that when dedicating something to a Shul or doing other Mitzvos, the
benefactor should be overtly acknowledged in order to publicize the Mitzva and encourage others to do likewise. The donor may
publicize his deed, provided it is done in subdued fashion and not out of arrogance'®. An example of this is the monthly listing of
Tzedaka donations in the KAJ Newsletter of Washington Heights.

Accepting Tzedaka: There are several Halachos that apply regarding the receiving end of Tzedaka as well. One who is collecting
Tzedaka must be wary of donors who ‘generously’ distribute other people’s money. The most common example of this is when
collecting from a married couple and only the wife is at home. Often the husband has stipulated with his wife not to give more than
a minimal amount to Tzedaka collectors, whereas the wife in a spirit of generosity will distribute substantially greater amounts. If
the husband would forbid her from doing so, it is forbidden for the collector to take this money, since it is not the wife’s to give'’. If
the woman states that her husband permits her to make such a donation she may be believed'®. Each situation obviously requires
individual judgment to determine if it is reasonable to suspect that the husband would protest the action’s of his wife. Based on the
present text of the Tannaim (nuptial agreement), the Poskim dispute, if nowadays the husband and wife have equal control over
their finances and both may distribute Tzedaka as they wish'. One should also not accept Tzedaka from a child, if the amount is
substantial and probably without the parent’s consent. A small amount may be accepted®.
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Clearly this rule also applies regarding individuals who are suspect of shady dealings and may not be the rightful owners of the
money they give away, as it is forbidden to take stolen money for Tzedaka?'. If one already received the money or it is not clear if
the money is stolen, a Rav should be consulted. Certainly when using the money for Mosdos HaTorah, the money to build them
should be completely from “Kosher” sources. Once, the Chafetz Chaim was in need to buy himself a pair of Tefillin. He realized
that in order to purchase something of such spiritual value to be used for Mitzvas Tefillin, only money that is completely pure and
untainted by theft or dishonesty can be used. He therefore refused to use the money he earned from the grocery store he and his
wife ran (although their scrupulousness and honesty in this store is legendary), and rather used the money he earned as
“Shadchanus Gelt” from making a Shidduch. He explained that this is the only deal that he can say with a clear conscience that
the money was earned according to Halacha, as the Shulchan Aruch clearly states that one who makes a Shidduch is entitled to
compensation®.

The Gemara in Sanhedrin lists as one of the categories of individuals disqualified from testifying in Beis Din, someone who
accepts Tzedaka money from non-Jews. Rashi explains that taking money from non-Jews comprises a Chilul Hashem
(desecration of Hashem’s honor) since it will be perceived that this person is not adequately being supported by his fellow Jews®.
According to many Poskim, this is only forbidden when the money is accepted publicly or with public knowledge. One may accept
the money if it is done so privately®*. Furthermore, if the situation has become unbearable one may utilize non-Jewish donations to
lift oneself from such dire straits®.

If a government leader has given a donation that cannot be tactfully refused, the Poskim suggest quietly distributing the monies to
non-Jewish needy. If the government official stipulated that the funds only be given to Jewish recipients, according to the Shach
one must do so®. This Halacha is only in regard to money for the poor. A non-Jew’s donation to a Shul or Bais Medrash may be
accepted, in the same way that Korbanos were accepted from non-Jews in the Bais Hamikdosh?. Regarding a non-religious Jew
the Halacha is precisely reversed. One may accept from him donations for the impoverished, but should not do so for a Shul or
Bais Medrash. The reason for this is as follows: One of the reasons for not accepting money for the poor from non-Jews is so as
not to grant them the merit of this great deed®. Hence, for a non-religious Jew, we have no reluctance towards allowing him this
merit®®. Regarding donations to institutions such as a Shul, which are comparable to Korbanos, non-Jews are permitted to bring
Korbanos whereas non-religious Jews are not®. A non-Jew is obligated in the Mitzva of Tzedaka®.

Based on the above it would not be permitted for one to accept government aid, since this is the same as charity from a non-
Jewish source. The Poskim permit these types of aid for several reasons®'. If a Tzedaka fund receives a check from a non-Jew,
they may use it, since this is considered “privately” (see above)*. An organization should preferably not place Pushka’s (charity
boxes) in locations where they are likely to receive donations from non-Jews. Some Poskim permit this since it is also considered

“private”®.

The Medrash states that 1"n one who’s door is not open to the needy is v"7 open to the doctor®. That is to say, that by welcoming
these unfortunate people into his home and assisting them, he can prevent iliness and other misfortune entering in their stead. As
the Passuk in Mishlei states nmmn '7’xn nj1xi - Tzedaka saves from death. There is no better “health insurance” worth investing in.
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