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HOW TO US E TH I S  TEAC H E R ’S  G U I DE

I wrote There Shall Be No Needy: Pursuing Social Justice through Jewish Law and Tradition with the
goal of transforming the Jewish discourse around social justice. I intended for this book to be
a guide to creating a three-way conversation among Jewish text, real-life social and economic
concerns, and contemporary public policy thinking, as well as an inspiration to act on press-
ing issues. In the months since publication, I have been thrilled to hear from rabbis, educa-
tors, and activists who are using the book to spark conversation within Jewish communities
about policy issues, to add a Jewish dimension to ongoing social justice work, and to educate
themselves and others about the ways that Jewish text and tradition might inform our engage-
ment with the world.

I have also received many requests for a teacher’s guide to assist rabbis, professors, and
other educators in using There Shall Be No Needy: Pursuing Social Justice through Jewish Law and Tra-
dition in adult education, university, and advanced high school classes. I hope that this guide
will prove useful in this regard.

This guide is organized sequentially according to the chapters of There Shall Be No Needy:
Pursuing Social Justice through Jewish Law and Tradition. For each chapter, I offer one trigger exercise
aimed at drawing out the participant’s own experience with and thinking about the subject at
hand. Following the trigger exercise are a number of key texts from the relevant chapter, along
with suggested discussion questions about these texts. I then offer some general discussion
questions about the chapter as a whole. In the context of a course, you might choose either to
first assign the relevant book chapter, and then use the texts to spark more in-depth discussion,
or to first study the texts, and then read the book chapter for insight on applying these texts to
contemporary situations.

All Bible translations are taken from the Jewish Publication Society’s Tanakh (Philadel-
phia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985), though some have been modified for gender neutral-
ity. Unless otherwise indicated, all other translations are my own.

The biblical Hebrew text includes vowels, for ease of reading. Rabbinic, medieval, and
modern Hebrew texts are generally not printed with vowels, so I have followed this conven-
tion in this teacher’s guide.

I hope that this guide sparks interesting conversations in your classrooms and communi-
ties, and that these conversations, in turn, inspire your communities to action. I look forward
to hearing about the results.
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I NTRODUCTION

The Search for an Integrated Judaism

Goals
• Participants will be able to identify the source(s) of their own connections to social

justice work.
• Participants will understand some of the different reasons that Jews give for their own

social justice work.

Trigger Exercise
1. Below, you will find ten statements that describe why some Jews feel compelled to do

social justice work. Photocopy each statement on a separate piece of paper, enlarging
each as much as possible. Alternatively, you may write each statement on a poster
board or other large piece of paper. Hang these pieces of paper around the room.

2. Ask participants to walk around the room, read each statement, and then stand next to
the statement that they find most compelling. You should acknowledge that it will be
difficult to choose only one statement, but that for the sake of the conversation, par-
ticipants should commit to only one.

3. Give participants a few minutes to walk around and choose their statement. When
everyone has chosen a statement, go around the room and ask one volunteer from
each statement group to read the first line of their selected statement, and then to
explain why he or she finds this statement compelling.

4. Ask participants to find a partner who chose a different statement. Once every partic-
ipant has found a partner, ask the pairs to talk about the following questions:

a. Why did you find this statement compelling? Does this statement reflect your
own approach to social justice work? How or how not?

b. Were there other statements to which you also felt drawn? Why?
c. Were there other statements that you found entirely uncompelling or even

offensive? Why?
5. Bring the group back together and ask a few volunteers to share any insights or ques-

tions that emerged from their conversations. Did they learn anything from their part-
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ners? Did anything in the conversation surprise them? Do they have additional ques-
tions about why Jews might choose to do social justice work?

Statements
1. The Jewish people have suffered injustice. In our lifetimes and those of our parents and

grandparents, we have been the victims of individual and institutional anti-Semitism.
We have forgotten neither the atrocities of the Holocaust nor the exclusionary policies
of the early twentieth century nor the individual acts of anti-Semitism that continue
today. We know that discrimination against any minority threatens all minorities.

2. We share a communal narrative that reminds us of our enslavement to Pharaoh, and of
our liberation from Egypt. Rather than use this memory as an excuse to oppress oth-
ers, we have learned from the experience of oppression an obligation to protect the
most vulnerable. Time and again, the Torah reminds us that our personal experience of
being strangers instills in us a responsibility toward those in our own society who are
at risk for discrimination and oppression.

3. We have been leaders in the major justice battles of the last century. We were among
the leaders of the American labor movement, the civil rights movement, and the fem-
inist movement, and we were disproportionately represented among the leaders of the
Russian revolution and the early communist and socialist movements. Our revolution-
ary history has taught us to aspire to be leaders in creating long-term change.

4. We have long been the go-betweens, and have experienced both the benefits and the
risks of this position. As merchants, we moved between different places and cultures,
learning new perspectives on the world, and accustoming ourselves to getting along
with many types of people. In the role of the court Jew, we enjoyed access to power,
but also suffered when this position made us the targets of hatred.

5. We view tzedakah as a matter of justice. We consider ourselves not to be owners of the
land, but rather stewards of the world’s resources. In that regard, we are committed to
ensuring the well-being of those in need, and to redistributing the money and
resources entrusted to us in a more equitable way.

6. We believe that all human beings are equal, unique, and infinitely valuable creations
in the divine image. The Talmud teaches that God created all of humanity from a sin-
gle person “so that no one can say to another ‘my father was greater than yours’… if a
person makes many coins from one mold, they all look alike, but God fashioned every
person in the stamp of the first, and yet not one of them resembles another; therefore
every single person is obliged to say, ‘the world was created for my sake’” (Mishnah,
Sanhedrin 4:5).

7. We are the inheritors of a legal system that teaches us ethical interpersonal practices,
not only ritual practices. From our tradition, we learn how to create equitable and
mutually responsible relationships between workers and employers, landlords and
tenants, buyers and sellers, and others between whom there is often an unequal distri-
bution of power.

The Search for an Integrated Judaism 3



8. We have heard from the biblical prophets a direct call to be agents of justice. In the
Haftarah read each year on Yom Kippur, Isaiah admonishes the people for pursuing
business dealings while feigning piety by fasting. Instead, Isaiah says, fasting should
provoke empathy with those who are suffering, and should lead to “let[ting] the
oppressed go free … deal[ing] your bread to the hungry, and bring[ing] the homeless
poor into your house” (Isaiah 58:6–7).

9. We believe in and work toward a perfected world. From our mystical tradition, we
have learned that human beings have the power to return the world to its original per-
fection. Even in the darkest of days, we maintain faith in our own ability to contribute
to the ultimate redemption of the world.

10. We recognize that our own fate is bound up in the fate of others. During the 1960s,
we joined the civil rights movement in part because we stood to gain from the disman-
tling of restrictive covenants and quotas. We continue to work on issues such as health
care, education, and the environment that have a direct impact on our lives and on the
lives of our children, and recognize that we will be most effective when we partner
with other communities that share our own economic and social interests.

Statements written by Rabbi Jill Jacobs and Simon Greer for Jewish Funds for Justice.

Discussion Questions for Introduction:
The Search for an Integrated Judaism

1. Rabbi Jill Jacobs speaks about the disconnect she once experienced between her Jew-
ish life and her social justice commitments. Have you ever experienced this kind of
disconnect? In what context? How can/did you reconcile these two parts of your life?

2. Rabbi Jacobs draws a contrast between the closed space of her rabbinical school and
the wider community outside of the building. Why do you think she puts so much
emphasis on these spatial constructions? How might your own geographical place-
ment affect your relationships with the world?

3. The Jewish community has a long history of involvement in social justice work, and
most synagogues are active in local volunteer projects or—in some cases—advocacy.
There are also an increasing number of local and national organizations that involve
Jews in social justice work.

4. In what Jewish communal social justice activities have you participated in? How did it
feel to do this work as part of a Jewish community, as opposed to as part of a secular
organization?
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1
A Vision of Economic Justice

Goal
• Participants will understand a Jewish approach to the relationship between the poor

and the wealthy.

Trigger Exercise
1. Divide participants into groups of three to five. 
2. Give each group five minutes to prepare a human sculpture that, to them, represents

the experience of poverty in America. Participants should decide together what image
they wish to convey, and should prepare a group pose that will represent this image.

3. Bring the participants back together. Ask each small group, in turn, to present its
sculpture, while the rest of the participants look on.

4. Ask participants to reflect on the sculptures they have seen. What feelings did these
sculptures provoke? What did the sculptures have in common? What were the differ-
ences? What images surprised them?

5



Text Study

1. Deuteronomy 15:1–11

Every seventh year you shall practice remission of debts. This shall be the nature of the remis-
sion: every creditor shall forgive the debt that his fellow owes him; he shall not dun his fellow
or kinsman, for the remission proclaimed is of Adonai. You may dun the foreigner; but you
must remit whatever is due you from your kinspeople.

There shall be no poor among you—since Adonai your God will bless you in the land
that Adonai your God is giving you as a hereditary portion—if only you heed Adonai your
God and take care to keep all this Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day. For Adonai your
God will bless you as God has promised you….

If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of your kinspeople in any of your
settlements in the land that Adonai your God is giving you, do not harden your heart and
shut your hand against your needy kinsperson. Rather, you must open your hand and lend
him sufficient for whatever he needs. Beware lest you harbor the base thought, “The seventh
year, the year of remission, is approaching,” so that you are mean to your needy kinsman and
give him nothing. This person will cry out to Adonai against you, and you will incur guilt.
Give to him readily and have no regrets when you do so, for in return Adonai your God will

6 TH E RE SHALL BE NO NE E DY TEAC H E R ’S GU I DE



bless you in all your efforts and in all your undertakings. For the poor will never cease from
your land, which is why I command you: open your hand to the poor and needy kinsman in
your land.

2. Don Isaac Abravanel on Deuteronomy 15

This means that a person should look into to whom one gives tzedakah, for the point of
tzedakah is not to give gifts to the wealthy, as it says, “The one who oppresses the poor to
increase one’s own riches, and the one who gives to the poor shall come to want” (Proverbs
22:16). About this, the text says, “If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of your
kinsmen in any of your settlements.” For, because of this person’s poverty and need, it is
appropriate to have compassion on him/her and to provide sufficient for this person’s need.
There are three aspects [to this giving]: First, because of this person’s need, it is appropriate
for the person to whom the blessed God has given from God’s goodness to have compassion
on the one who is in need of him/her. As the Rabbis said, “If a person says, ‘sustain me,’ listen
to this person” (Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 9a). This is what is meant by “There will be no
needy among you.” Second—because of the closeness which this person has to you. For this
person is from the seed of the blessed Abraham, and therefore it is appropriate that you
should help this person in the time of his/her need. About this, it says, “One of your kins-
men.” And the third reason is because of neighborliness and love.

3. Moshe Alshich on Deuteronomy 15

If there is among you (b’kha) a poor person. [This means] “Because of you” (bishvilkha). There
are poor in order that you should receive merit by supporting them.

A Vision of Economic Justice 7



4. Isaac Caro, Tol’dot Yitzchak on Deuteronomy 15

The reason that the poor person is poor is because the rich person is rich; when your star
ascends, his star descends. For this reason, the text says, “The poor person with you.” What
need is there to say, “with you”? To indicate that you are the reason that he is poor. And if you
do not give to him, what will God do? God will rotate the universe in such a way that the star
that is on top will sink to the bottom, and the star that is on the bottom will rise to the top.

Questions for Discussion
1. How would you characterize the biblical recommendation concerning the relation-

ship between the wealthy and the poor?
2. There is a stark contrast, within the biblical text, between verse 4 of this text, “There

shall be no poor among you,” and verse 11, “The poor shall never cease.” How would
you explain this contradiction?

3. How do the attitudes toward the poor in the biblical text compare with the attitudes
toward the poor in our own society? How do your own feelings about wealth and
poverty compare with the ideas expressed in this text?

4. How do the three commentators featured earlier describe the relationship between
the wealthy and the poor? Do you agree with these characterizations? Why or why
not?

Biographies and Background Information
Don Isaac Abravanel (Portugal/Spain, 1437–1508) was a statesman in Portugal and then in
Spain before fleeing to Italy after the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. His biblical commen-
tary is written in the style of philosophical works of his time: he sets out a series of “questions”
and then explores these through the course of the commentary.

Moshe Alshich (Turkey/Tzfat, 1508–93) was a member of the mystical circle of sixteenth-
century Tzfat. His biblical commentary is homiletic in nature.

Isaac Caro (Spain/Turkey, mid-fifteenth to mid-sixteenth century) was a philosopher and
biblical commentator whose biblical interpretations mix mystical, literary, and homiletic ele-
ments. Caro adopted his more famous nephew, Joseph Caro (author of the Shulchan Arukh),
after the death of the younger Caro’s father.
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Discussion Questions for Chapter 1—

A Vision of Economic Justice
1. How does Rabbi Jacobs describe the ideal economic situation, according to Jewish

text? Do you agree with this vision? Why or why not?
2. Rabbi Jacobs lays out seven key principles for economic justice. Where do you see our

own society following these principles? Where do you see our society falling short of
these principles?

3. What would need to change in our own society in order to achieve the Jewish vision
of economic justice? How could you imagine making these changes?

A Vision of Economic Justice 9



2
Essential Terms: Tikkun Olam, 
Tzedek, and Prophetic Judaism

Goal
• Participants will develop an in-depth understanding of the concept of tikkun olam, and

will determine how to understand this term in relation to their own lives.

Trigger Exercise
1. Ask participants how many of them have heard the term tikkun olam. Most hands will

probably go up. If there are people who have not heard the term before, ask one or
two participants to offer working definitions. (You should hold off on discussing these
definitions until later.)

2. Comment that some people absolutely love the term tikkun olam, while other people
absolutely hate it. Designate one side of the room as “love” and the other as “hate.”
Ask participants to place themselves somewhere on this continuum between “love”
and “hate,” according to their own reactions to the term.

3. Ask a few participants to explain why they placed themselves where they did. What
do they love or hate about tikkun olam?

4. Tell participants that you are going to examine some texts that discuss the develop-
ment of tikkun olam, and will then talk again about how we understand this term today.
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Text Study
Note: the terms tikkun olam and the verb form l’taken olam have not been translated here in order
to encourage participants to try out their own definitions.

1. The Aleinu prayer

And so we hope in you, Adonai our God, soon to see your splendor, sweeping idolatry away
so that false gods will be utterly destroyed, l’taken olam in your sovereignty so that all human-
ity will invoke your name, bringing all the earth’s wicked back to you, repentant. Then, all
who live will know that to you, every knee must bend, every tongue pledge loyalty. To you,
Adonai, may all bow in worship, may they give honor to your glory. May everyone accept
the yoke of your sovereignty. Reign over all soon and for all time. Sovereignty is yours in
glory, now and forever.

2. B’reishit Rabbah 4:7

“And God made the expanse, and it separated the water that was below the expanse from the
water that was above the expanse. And it was so. God called the expanse ‘sky.’ And there was
evening and there was morning, a second day” (Genesis 1:7–8). Why is it that “it was good” is
not written in connection with the second day?... Rabbi Chanina said, “Because on that day, a
schism was created, as it is written, ‘let it divide the waters.’” R. Tavyomi said, “If because of a
division made l’taken olam and to stabilize it, ‘it was good’ is not written in connection with that
day, how much more so should this apply to a schism that leads to the confusion of the
world!?!”

Essential Terms 11



3. Mishnah, Gittin 4:2

At first, a husband would bring a court wherever he was and annul the get (if he changed his
mind after sending a get to his wife). Rabban Gamaliel the Elder established (hitkin) that this
should not be done, for the sake of tikkun olam. At first, the husband could change his name, or
his wife’s name, or the name of his town or of his wife’s town (meaning—he could write the
get using a nickname for himself, his wife, or their town). Rabban Gamaliel the Elder estab-
lished that for the sake of tikkun olam, he should write: “The man so-and-so” and any name that
he has; “the woman so-and-so” and any name that she has.

4. Mishnah, Gittin 4:5

Beit Hillel said, “One who is half slave and half free works for his master one day and for him-
self the other day.” Beit Shammai said, “You have set things right for the master but you have
not set things right for the slave. He cannot marry a female slave because he is already half
free, and he cannot marry a free woman because he is half a slave. Shall he then desist [from
having children]? But wasn’t the world only made to be populated, as it says, ‘God did not
create it as a waste; God formed it to be inhabited’ (Isaiah 45:18)? Rather for the sake of tikkun
olam, we compel his master to emancipate him and the slave writes an IOU for half his pur-
chase price.” Beit Hillel retracted [their opinion and] ruled like Beit Shammai.

5. Mishnah, Gittin 4:6
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Captives should not be redeemed for more than their value, for the sake of tikkun olam. Cap-
tives should not be helped to escape, for the sake of tikkun olam. Rabban Shimon ben Gamaliel
says [that the reason is] to prevent the ill-treatment of fellow captives. Torah scrolls, tefillin,
and mezuzot are not bought from Gentiles at more than their value, for the sake of tikkun olam.

6. Lawrence Fine, Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria
and His Kabbalistic Fellowship, 141–144

In Lurianic thinking, then, the original crisis that occurred within the realm of the divine was
not dependent on the misdeeds of humanity but had to do with qualities of being and dynamic
processes intrinsic to divinity itself. Human beings, however, exacerbated the crisis and thus
have an indispensable role to play in the completion of the work of cosmic mending….

In Luria’s view, then, the most fundamental and ultimate goal of human existence is tiqqun.
The project of tiqqun, the liberation of divine light in all of its forms from its entrapment in the
material sphere, its return to its source on high, and the ascent of all the worlds to their proper
place within the structure of the cosmos, required the most elaborate and painstaking regimen of
contemplative devotion. The ritual practices that Isaac Luria taught his disciples were intended to
accomplish nothing less than repair of the defects engendered by the primordial processes
of divine emanation and by the primal transgression of humankind. Such reparation … was
conceived of by Luria and his circle as synonymous with messianic redemption.

7. Antonio Villaraigosa (mayor of Los Angeles), address to Union for
Reform Judaism Biennial, 2007

There is a central idea that justice and opportunity exists for none of us if it fails to reach all of us.
And there is the faith that our best days are yet to come.
I may have been Catholic, born and raised. But the lessons of my life, and a career in public
service, have always found their clearest articulation in Hebrew: Tikkun Olam, Tzedakah, and
Mitzvot.

8. Website of Wilshire Boulevard Temple

TIKKUN OLAM—Repairing the World—is the Jewish mandate to give more than we take.
We care for the stranger, the widow and those in need through direct social action and mul-
tifaceted encounters with other faith traditions.

In Torah we read, Tzedek, tzedek tirdof—Righteousness, righteousness must you pursue! We
respond to that mitzvah in many ways as we address the various imbalances in the world.

9. Anthony Ramirez, “Congestion Pricing, Asthma and Tikkun Olam,” New
York Times, April 7, 2007

Mr. (Michael) Bloomberg told a conference of ministers at the Bethel A.M.E. Church on
West 132nd Street in Harlem that his administration was committed to removing “disease-
causing soot” from the city’s air….
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“In my faith, the Jewish faith,” Mr. Bloomberg continued, “there is a religious obligation
called tikkun olam, or to make the world whole, or to correct error and end injustice. And that
responsibility is found among people of good will in every faith.”

Questions for Discussion
1. Before you looked at these texts, how would you have translated or explained the term

tikkun olam?
2. How would you translate the term tikkun olam or l’taken olam in each of these texts? Pre-

tend that you have never heard the term before, and base your translations only on
context clues.

3. Which of the definitions of tikkun olam presented in these texts do you find most com-
pelling? Are there any that you find problematic? Are there any definitions that sur-
prised you?

4. Now that you have studied these texts, has your understanding of the term tikkun olam
changed at all? How or how not? Are you more or less inclined to use this term in your
own life and work? Would you at all shift where you stood on the love-hate contin-
uum with which we started this discussion?

Biographies and Background Information
The Aleinu prayer, now recited at the end of every Jewish prayer service, may have been
written as early as the first century CE. This prayer acknowledges responsibility for worship-
ing and exalting God, and looks forward to a time when God’s reign will fill the entire world.

B’reishit Rabbah (fifth century CE) is one of the earliest compilations of midrash (rabbinic
interpretations of and expansions on the biblical stories). B’reishit Rabbah includes narratives
and interpretive texts based on the book of Genesis.

The Mishnah is the first layer of the Talmud. Codified around 200 CE, the Mishnah includes
basic case law with minimal explanation or expansion. The Mishnah is divided into six sec-
tions, or sedarim, each of which focuses primarily on one area of law.

A get is a Jewish divorce document. According to traditional Jewish law, a man unilaterally
divorces his wife by presenting her with a get. (Contemporary Jewish legal authorities have
developed a number of means to ensure that a woman who wishes to initiate a divorce is able
to do so as well.) As soon as the wife receives the get, she is divorced and free to remarry. The
texts presented here consider cases in which a woman might have doubts about whether the
get she has received is valid, and therefore whether she may remarry.

Isaac Luria was the leader of a group of sixteenth-century mystics in Tzfat, now part of
northern Israel.
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Discussion Questions for Chapter 2—

Essential Terms: Tikkun Olam, Tzedek, and Prophetic Judaism
1. This chapter introduces three terms—tikkun olam, tzedek, and prophetic Judaism, all of

which are often used to describe social justice work. Have you ever used one or more
of these terms to describe work that you were doing? In what context? Which of these
terms do you find most compelling and why?

2. If you were already familiar with any or all of these terms before reading this chapter,
has your understanding of any of these terms changed? In what ways? Do you feel
more or less compelled to use any of these terms to describe work that you or your
community are doing? Why?

3. Rabbi Jacobs asserts that “in some circles, tikkun olam, tzedek, and ‘prophetic Judaism’
have become overused to the point of losing any real meaning.” Do you agree? Why
or why not? What is the value of finding more precise definitions of these terms?

Essential Terms 15



3
Defining Poverty and the Poor

Goal
• Participants will be able to offer a Jewish definition of poverty.

Trigger Exercise
1. Give each participant a few index cards.
2. Ask each participant to write, on each index card, one way that s/he would finish the

following sentence: When I think about the poor, what comes to mind is____. Partic-
ipants may use as many or as few cards as they wish. Encourage participants to be as
honest as possible and let them know that nobody will know what they wrote.

3. Collect all of the index cards in a hat or box and mix them up.
4. Pass the hat around and have each participant, in turn, choose one card and read what

is on it.
5. When the group has read all of the cards, ask the group what reactions they had to

hearing these associations. What trends did they notice? What surprised them? What
emotions came to mind when they heard these associations?
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Text Study

1. Exodus 22:21–26

You shall not ill-treat any widow or orphan. If you do mistreat them, I will heed their outcry
as soon as they cry out to Me, and My anger shall blaze forth and I will put you to the sword,
and your own wives shall become widows and your children orphans. If you lend money to
My people, to the poor among you, do not act toward them as a creditor; exact no interest
from them. If you take your neighbor’s garment in pledge, you must return it to him before
the sun sets; it is his only clothing, the sole covering for his skin. In what else shall he sleep?
Therefore, if he cries out to Me, I will pay heed, for I am compassionate.

2. Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 67b

Our Rabbis taught: “Sufficient for [the poor person’s] needs” means that you are commanded
to maintain this person, but you are not commanded to make this person rich. “What the
poor person is lacking” [includes] even a horse to ride upon and a slave to run before him. It
was related about Hillel the Elder that he bought a certain poor man of a good family a horse
to ride upon and a slave to run before him. On one occasion he could not find a slave to run
before him, so he himself ran before him for three miles.

Defining Poverty and the Poor 17



3. Sh’mot Rabbah 31:12

God said to Job, “Which would you prefer—poverty or suffering?” Job responded, “Master of
the universe—I will take all of the sufferings in the world as long as I don’t become poor, for
if I go to the marketplace and don’t have any money to buy food, what will I eat?”... This
shows us that poverty is worse than all of the other sufferings in the world. For this reason,
the Torah says, “If you lend money to one of my people, to the poor among you … you shall
not charge interest” (Exodus 22:25). God says, “His poverty was not enough for him? Do you
also have to take interest from him?!?”

4. Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 67b

Rabbi Chanina had a poor man to whom he regularly sent four zuz [a sum of money] every
Friday afternoon. One day, he sent that sum through his wife, who came back and told him
that [the man] didn’t need it. “What did you see?” [Rabbi Chanina asked.] “I heard him being
asked, ‘With what will you dine? With the silver settings or the gold ones?’” He said, “This is
what Rabbi Eliezer meant when he said, ‘Come, let us be grateful to the cheaters, for if not for
them, we would be sinning every day, as it is said, “And [the poor person] cries unto God
against you, and it will be a sin on you” (Deuteronomy 15:9).’

5. Vayikra Rabbah 34:4
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If the rich man says to this same poor man, “Why do you not go and work and get food? Look
at those hips! Look at those legs! Look at that fat body! Look at those lumps of flesh!” I, the
Blessed Holy One say to him, “Is it not enough that you have not given him anything of
yours, but you must set the evil eye upon what I have given him?”

6. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Igg’rot Moshe, Yoreh De’ah 4:37

Even if he caused himself [to lose all of his property] not for the sake of studying Torah,
though he is a sinner, we are obligated to give him tzedakah [monetary or other material sup-
port] ... one who refrains from working his fields, even out of laziness, and sells them and
consumes the profits and becomes poor may collect leket, shikh’cha and pe’ah [certain types of
agricultural tzedakah]; we are also obligated to give to this person from the communal tzedakah
fund.

Questions for Discussion
1. How do these texts describe the experience of poverty? How do these descriptions

correspond with the poverty that you personally have witnessed or heard about?
2. According to these texts, what should be the relationship between the wealthy and

the poor? Do you agree? Why or why not?
3. A number of these texts take up the question of whether there is such a thing as the

“undeserving poor.” Have you heard this term before? In what context? How do these
texts address this question? Do you agree or disagree with this approach?

Biographies and Background Information
The Talmud is the Jewish oral law. It consists of two parts: the Mishnah (codified by 200 CE),
which consists primarily of concise legal statements; and the Gemara (codified around the
sixth century CE), which expands upon and comments on the Mishnah. The Talmud is
divided into tractates (Hebrew: masekhtot), each of which deals primarily with a certain set of
topics.

Sh’mot Rabbah is a collection of midrashim (stories, interpretations, and expansions) on the
book of Exodus. The work, probably composed in the medieval period, is divided into two
sections. The first section consists of a line-by-line commentary on the beginning of the book
of Exodus. The second section contains a series of homilies on the latter part of the book.
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Vayikra Rabbah is a collection of midrash that consists of homilies on the book of Leviticus. It
was probably compiled around the fifth century CE, and therefore is one of the earliest col-
lections of midrash. 

Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (1895–1986) was one of the most significant American Orthodox
rabbis of the twentieth century. He wrote a number of influential teshuvot (legal opinions) on
subjects including unionization, smoking, and medical ethics.

Discussion Questions for Chapter 3—

Defining Poverty and the Poor
1. How would you define poverty? Does your definition correspond to the definitions

laid out in this chapter? How are the definitions similar and different?
2. Rabbi Jacobs notes that traditional sources often speak about poverty through the

medium of stories. What stories have you read or heard that effectively conveyed the
experience of poverty? What role do you think storytelling has, or should have, in
combating poverty?

3. Some of the sources cited in this chapter suggest that “what goes around comes
around”—that is, the wealthy have a personal self-interest in supporting the poor. Do
you agree? Why or why not?
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4
Sufficient for One’s Needs: 
The Collection and Allocation of Tzedakah

Goals
• Participants will understand some of the factors that may influence decisions about

where to give tzedakah.
• Participants will examine their own giving history and goals in light of Jewish con-

cepts of tzedakah.

Trigger Exercise
1. Ask participants to write down one question they have about their own giving. These

questions can address any aspect of giving, including issues of how much to give,
where to give, how to give, and other concerns.

2. Go around the room and ask each participant to tell the group his or her question.
Write these on the board or on a flip chart.

3. Divide the participants into pairs or into groups of three or four. Assign each small
group two to three of the questions that participants have generated. Give each small
group the included texts, and ask them to read these texts together, and to try to for-
mulate responses to their assigned questions, based on these texts.

4. Bring all the participants back together, and ask each small group to share one insight
they learned from the texts they studied, and/or one question that remains for them.
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Text Study

1. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Matanot l’Aniyim (Gifts to the Poor) 7:1–2

It is a positive commandment to give tzedakah to the poor, according to what is fitting for that
poor person, if one can afford to do so…. And anyone who sees a poor person begging and
averts one’s eyes from this person and does not give him/her tzedakah has violated a negative
commandment, as it says, “Do not harden your heart and do not close your hand to your poor
brother” (Deuteronomy 15:7).

2. Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 249:1

The amount that one should give: If you can afford to do so, you should give according to the
needs of the poor. And if you can’t afford this much, you should give up to one-fifth of one’s
property—this is the ideal fulfillment of the mitzvah. And one-tenth is the ordinary way. Any-
thing less than this is associated with the evil eye. In regard to the one-fifth—in the first year,
one should give this from one’s capital; after this, one should give from one’s profit.
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3. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 71a

Rabbi Yosef taught [the meaning of the verse], “If you lend money to my people, to the poor
among you, do not act as a creditor toward them” (Exodus 22:24). In the case of a Jew and a
non-Jew, the Jew takes precedence; a poor person and a wealthy person, the poor person
takes precedence; a poor person from your family and one not from your family, your family
takes precedence; a poor person of your own city and a poor person of another city, the poor
of your city take precedence.

4. Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 61a

The Rabbis taught: We sustain the non-Jewish poor along with the Jewish poor and visit the
non-Jewish sick along with the Jewish sick, and bury the non-Jewish dead along with the Jew-
ish dead for the sake of peace (mipnei darkhei shalom).

5. Beit Yosef, Yoreh De’ah 257:9–10

The Mordechai (commentary on the Talmud) wrote: [the Talmud, in tractate Eruvin 63a, says]
Rav Kahana said, “Anyone who gives all of his gifts to a single kohen (member of the priestly
clan) brings anger to the world.” From this, we learn that one should not give all of one’s tzedakah
to a single relative, abandoning all other relatives, nor should one give all of one’s tzedakah to a
single person and not to anyone else.

Sufficient for One’s Needs 23



He also wrote that one who doles out tzedakah must be careful not to give more to one’s
relatives than to anyone else. Similarly, elsewhere in the Talmud (tractate Shabbat 118b),
Rabbi Yosi said, “May I be among the collectors of tzedakah and not among those charged with
distributing it.” Rashi explained, one who distributes tzedakah is likely to give more to one’s
relatives and thereby to steal from the rest of the poor.

6. Rabbi Moshe Sofer, She’elot and Teshuvot of the Chatam Sofer 2:231

“If there is a poor person within your gates,” Sifre (collection of legal midrash on the book of
Deuteronomy) expounds this verse saying, “When one is starving, the one who is starving
takes precedence” and then expounds, “The poor of your city take precedence over the poor
of another city.” That is to say—this applies if both poor people need food or clothing. How-
ever, if the poor of your city have what they need to live, but just don’t have any extra money
[and the poor of the other city don’t have food or clothing], then the poor of the other city
take precedence over the poor of your city, for the neediest takes precedence.

7. Rabbi Eliezer Waldenburg, She’elot and Teshuvot of Tzitz Eliezer 9:1

(Commenting on Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg’s permission to use money designated for the
poor to purchase books for study or to be lent to others:) One can say that he permits this
because the books will be lent for study to those who need them, and anyone who needs
these books is considered poor, insofar as this person lacks them. This is like distributing spir-
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itual food, and is no less desirable than distributing physical food to those who need it. How-
ever, as for using this money for a mitzvah (such as buying candles for the synagogue)—in this
case, the money does not go to either physical or spiritual food for those who need it … and
one should not use the money in this way. I have seen an opinion that … one may certainly
use this money to buy books for the children of the poor, for providing spiritual food to the
poor is also considered to be tzedakah.

Questions for Discussion
Imagine that you have $10,000 to give in tzedakah. Basing your actions on the sources above,
how would you distribute this money among the following groups or individuals?

1. A group organizing parents to secure a new high school in a low-income neighbor-
hood needs $40,000 to hire an organizer.

2. A soup kitchen in your city needs $8,000 to buy enough food to feed its clients for
this month.

3. A Washington, D.C., advocacy organization that focuses on economic justice issues
needs $10,000 to create a Web-based advocacy center.

4. Your first cousin, who recently lost her job and is struggling to support herself, needs
$1,500 to cover rent and other expenses this month.

5. An organization that involves volunteers in building affordable housing units needs
$25,000 to hire a part-time volunteer coordinator.

6. An organization that is running health clinics in Africa needs $15,000 to buy medicine
for the next six months.

7. A Jewish group that involves Jews in local economic justice issues needs $20,000 for a
part-time organizer who will involve individual Jews in a campaign to secure higher
wages for workers in a local kosher food plant.

8. A local Jewish nursing home needs $40,000 for emergency repairs on its roof.
9. An organization that supports hospitals in Israel needs $50,000 to buy a new ambulance.

10. A synagogue whose members are active in volunteering and in local political issues
needs $5,000 to provide political training for its congregants.

11. An organization that offers English language instruction, GED tutoring, and job train-
ing needs $5,000 to buy new textbooks.

12. A legal clinic needs $10,000 to hire a law student to do research on a case that may
result in the back payment of $1 million in wages to low-income workers.

13. A community bank that gives small loans to people who want to start their own busi-
nesses needs $30,000 to start a job training program.

14. A group that is planning a rally at the mall in support of a national health care system
needs $15,000 to rent buses.

15. A man begging for money on your street needs $300 to stay at an SRO (single room
occupancy hotel) this month.
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Biographies and Background Information
The Talmud is the Jewish oral law. It consists of two parts: the Mishnah (codified by 200 CE),
which consists primarily of concise legal statements; and the Gemara (codified around the
sixth century CE), which expands upon and comments on the Mishnah. The Talmud is divided
into tractates (Hebrew: masekhtot), each of which deals primarily with a certain set of topics.

Rabbi Moshe Sofer (1762–1839) was a German rabbi often called by the name of his most
famous book, the Chatam Sofer. He is best known for his opposition to the German Reform
movement and to all forms of innovation in Judaism.

Rabbi Eliezer Waldenburg (Jerusalem, 1917–2006) was a leading figure in the Israeli rab-
binate. He is best known for his writings on medical ethics, and for taking courageous and
often progressive positions on issues such as transsexuality and economics.

Maimonides (a.k.a.  Rambam, Cordoba/Egypt, 1135–1204) is one of the best-known figures
in Jewish philosophy and law. His major works include the Mishneh Torah, a restatement of
Talmudic law aimed at ordinary Jews, and Moreh Nevuchim, a philosophical work in which he
grapples with the major philosophical questions of the scholarly Arabic world of his day
through a Jewish lens.

The Shulchan Arukh and the Beit Yosef were both written by Rabbi Joseph Caro (Israel,
1488–1575). The Shulchan Arukh is probably the most authoritative code of Jewish law. The Beit
Yosef is a commentary on an earlier code of Jewish law, and forms the basis for the Shulchan Arukh.

Discussion Questions for Chapter 4—

Sufficient for One’s Needs: The Collection and Allocation of Tzedakah
1. How often do you give tzedakah? How do you make decisions about how much money

to give away? How do you make decisions about which individuals receive your
tzedakah money?

2. Rabbi Jacobs distinguishes between tzedakah, which connotes gifts to the poor, and
philanthropy, which does not necessarily benefit the poor. Do you agree with this dis-
tinction? Within your own giving, which gifts would you characterize as tzedakah and
which would you characterize as philanthropy?

3. Have you experienced any personal spiritual benefits from giving tzedakah? How
would you describe this feeling? How would you imagine making tzedakah a central
part of your own spiritual practice?

4. Rabbi Jacobs distinguishes between the tzedakah obligations of the individual and
those of the government. Do you agree with this distinction? Why or why not?
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5
Servants to Servants or Servants to God: 
Workers, Employers, and Unions

Goal
• Participants will develop an understanding of some Jewish approaches to the relation-

ship between employers and employees.

Trigger Exercise
1. Divide participants into pairs.
2. Ask each pair to discuss what was the most positive workplace situation they have

ever experienced? What was the most negative?
3. What factors contributed to their positive or negative feelings about each of these

workplace situations?
4. Bring the group back together, and ask participants to share any insights that they

gained from their conversation. Did they see any common themes in their own and
their partner’s story? Did they learn anything new about what makes a positive or neg-
ative workplace?

Text Study
Note that Jewish text distinguishes between two classes of workers: the po’el, who does
unskilled work and is paid by the day; and the kablan, an artisan who does contract work and
is paid by the product. The texts below deal with the po’el, who is most similar to today’s low-
wage workers, who are paid by the hour.
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1. Deuteronomy 24:14–15

Do not oppress the hired laborer who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your people or
one of the sojourners in your land within your gates. Give him his wages in the daytime, and
do not let the sun set on them, for he is poor, and his life depends on them, lest he cry out to
God about you, for this will be counted as a sin for you.

2. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 112a

Why does he climb a ladder or hang from a tree or risk death? Is it not for his wages? Another
interpretation—“His life depends on them” indicates that a person who denies a hired laborer
his wages is considered to have taken his life from him.

3. Jonah Gerondi, Sefer haYirah (Spain, d. 1263)

Be careful not to afflict a living creature, whether animal or fowl, and even more so not to
afflict a human being, who is created in God’s image. If you want to hire workers and you find
that they are poor, they should become like poor members of your household. You should not
disgrace them, for you shall command them respectfully, and should pay their salaries.

4. Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban/Nachmanides, Spain, 1194–1270)
on Deuteronomy 24:14

For he is poor—like the majority of hired laborers, and he depends on the wages to buy food
by which to live … if he does not collect the wages right away as he is leaving work, he will
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go home, and his wages will remain with you until the morning, and he will die of hunger that
night.

5. Mishnah, Bava Metzia 7:1

One who hires workers and instructs them to begin work early and to stay late—in a place in
which it is not the custom to begin work early and to stay late, the employer may not force
them to do so. In a place in which it is the custom to feed the workers, he must do so. In a
place in which it is the custom to distribute sweets, he must do so. Everything goes according
to the custom of the land [minhag hamakom].

A story about Rabbi Yochanan ben Matya, who told his son, “Go, hire us workers.” His
son went and promised them food (without specifying what kind, or how much). When he
returned, his father said to him, “My son! Even if you gave them a feast like that of King
Solomon, you would not have fulfilled your obligation toward them, for they are the children
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. However, as they have not yet begun to work, go back and say
to them that their employment is conditional on their not demanding more than bread and
vegetables.” Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel said, “It is not necessary to make such a stipulation.
Everything goes according to the custom of the place.”

6. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 83a

We need [the statement forbidding employers to force employees to start early or to work
late] for the case in which the employer raises the workers’ wages. In the case in which he
says to them, “I raised your wages in order that you would begin work early and stay late,”
they may reply, “You raised our wages in order that we would do better work.”

Servants to Servants or Servants to God 29



7. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 8b–9a

The people of the city are permitted to stipulate weights and measures and to set workers’
wages and to establish penalties for breaking the rules … there were two butchers who made
an agreement with each other that if either one worked on the other’s day, [the one whose
day it was] could tear up the other’s hide. One of them went and worked on the other’s day,
and [the one whose day it was] tore up the other’s hide. They went before Rava, and Rava
compelled [the one who did the tearing] to pay compensation. Rav Yemar bar Shlamiya asked
Rava, “But it says ‘they can establish penalties for breaking the rules!’” Rava did not answer
him. Rav Papa said, “Rava was right not to answer, for these words only apply when there is
no adam h_ashuv (important person), but in this case, when there is an adam h_ashuv, they can-
not make a stipulation.”

8. Rabbi Shlomo ben Aderet, She’elot u’Teshuvot 4:185

This is clear—the community is permitted to make rules, stipulations, and agreements
according to their own needs, and these are given the weight of Torah laws. They can enact
fines and punishments for anyone who transgresses any of the laws to which the community
has agreed, as long as the whole community has agreed to these. Similarly, all of the members
of one trade in the city [may make a binding agreement among themselves] … for members
of an organization are, unto themselves, like the people of a city in regard to these things.
Similarly, every community is permitted to make enactments for itself and to establish fines
and punishments beyond those mandated by the Torah.
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Questions for Discussion
1. How do these texts describe the relationship between workers and employers? What

are some of the obligations that each party has toward the other? How might some
of the conditions mentioned in these texts apply to contemporary workers and
employers?

2. How do you understand the concept of “the custom of the land” (minhag hamakom)?
Can you think of any contemporary parallels to this concept? How do the texts pre-
sented here both support and challenge this concept?

3. Imagine that you are opening a small restaurant and need to hire several servers,
cooks, and delivery people. The other restaurants in the neighborhood pay only a few
dollars an hour (in most cases, minimum-wage laws don’t apply to employees who
receive tips) and you know that the staff of these restaurants struggle to make a liv-
ing—most are living below the poverty line, and many work second jobs. You don’t
feel comfortable paying such low wages, but are also worried about being able to
compete with the other restaurants in the area. What do you do?

Biographies and Background Information
The Talmud is the Jewish oral law. It consists of two parts: the Mishnah (codified by 200 CE),
which consists primarily of concise legal statements; and the Gemara (codified around the
sixth century CE), which expands upon and comments on the Mishnah. The Talmud is divided
into tractates (Hebrew: masekhtot), each of which deals primarily with a certain set of topics.

Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (a.k.a. Nachmanides/Ramban, Spain, 1194–1270) was one of
the most influential biblical commentators, as well as a mystic and philosopher.

Rabbi Shlomo ben Aderet (a.k.a. Rashba, Spain, 1235–1310) wrote thousands of teshuvot
(responses to legal questions), as well as a commentary on the Talmud and other legal works.

Jonah Gerondi (Catalonia, d. 1263) is best known for his moral and ethical writings, includ-
ing Sefer haYirah.

Discussion Questions for Chapter 5—

Servants to Servants or Servants to God: Workers, Employers, and Unions
1. What was the best workplace situation you have ever experienced? What was the

worst? Did these experiences correspond to the descriptions of good and bad work-
places in the Jewish texts cited in this chapter? Why or why not?

2. As Rabbi Jacobs notes, Jewish tradition is ambivalent about whether work is inher-
ently valuable or a necessary evil. What do you think? When have you experienced
work as inherently valuable? When have you experienced it as a necessary evil?
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3. Rabbi Jacobs suggests that Jewish texts do not leave wages to the fluctuations of the
market, but recommend regulating the market in order to guarantee wages that will
allow workers to support their families. Do you agree with this conclusion? Why or
why not?

4. In your own work experiences, when have you seen employers and employees follow
the standards laid out in this chapter? When have you seen these standards not fol-
lowed? What has been the result for the employers and employees in each situation?
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6
They Shall Tremble No More: 
Housing and Homelessness

Goal
• Participants will understand some Jewish approaches to what makes a house secure

and appropriate for human habitation.

Trigger Exercise
1. Pass out two sheets of paper to each participant, as well as markers or crayons. Ask

participants to draw, on one page, a home that would feel secure to them. This draw-
ing can be based on a real place that they have lived, or can be an imagined place. On
the other page, participants should draw a home that would not feel secure to them.
Again, this drawing can be based on a real experience, or on an imagined home.
Emphasize to participants that this is not an art class—they should not feel con-
strained by their drawing abilities.

2. Ask a few participants to share one or both of their drawings. (In a larger group, you
can ask participants to share in small groups or in pairs.) Ask participants to describe
the factors that contribute to each of these homes feeling either secure or not secure.

3. Ask participants to share, either in the large group, or in pairs or threes: When have
you felt the most secure in your living situation? When have you felt the least secure?
What factors contributed to these feelings of security/insecurity?
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Text Study

1. Babylonian Talmud, Sukkah 28b

All seven days of Sukkot, you should treat the sukkah [temporary dwelling place] as your per-
manent home and your house as your temporary home. How should you do this? If you have
nice dishes and serving platters, bring them into the sukkah; eat, drink and sleep in the sukkah.

2. Babylonian Talmud, Sukkah 2a–b

Mishnah: A sukkah that is higher than twenty cubits (between 31 and 38 feet) is invalid. Rabbi
Yehuda says that it is valid. A sukkah that is less than ten handbreadths (between 21⁄2 and 3
feet) high or that does not have at least three walls and whose sun is greater than its shade is
invalid….

Rava said, “[The reason for the prohibition against a sukkah that is higher than twenty
cubits is] that the Torah instructs us to dwell in Sukkot for seven days. This means: for all
seven days, leave your permanent home and live in a temporary home. A person would build
a temporary home that is up to twenty cubits high, but would not build a temporary home
higher than twenty cubits.” Abaye said, “By that logic, if one made walls of iron and placed
schach (natural materials used for the covering of a sukkah), this also would not be considered
a valid sukkah.” Rava replied, “I would say to you that as long as it is lower than twenty cubits,
even a permanent structure is considered a valid sukkah; if it is over twenty cubits, even if it is
temporary, it is not a valid sukkah.
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3. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Tefillin u’Mezuzah 1:1

There are ten conditions that a house must meet in order for the resident to be obligated to
put up a mezuzah [scroll], and if it fails to meet any one of these conditions, [the resident] is
not obligated to put up a mezuzah, and these are they: It must be at least four amot by four
amot. It must have two doorposts. It must have a lintel. It must have a roof. It must have
doors. The gate must be ten tefachim [about 32 inches] or higher. It must be for ordinary pur-
poses. It must be made as a place for people to live. It must be made as an honorable place [as
opposed to, say, a bathroom]. It must be made as a permanent place.

4. Deuteronomy 22:8

When you build a new house, make a guardrail for your roof, so that you will not bring any
blood guilt upon your house if anyone falls from it (Deuteronomy 22:8).

Questions for Discussion
1. According to these texts, what makes a structure a permanent home? What makes a

structure an impermanent place to live?
2. What elements are necessary to make a home appropriate for human life? How do

these elements compare with your experiences of what makes a home feel secure or
insecure?

Biographies and Background Information
A sukkah is a temporary dwelling place built for the holiday of Sukkot. The sukkah repre-
sents the temporary structures in which the Israelites are said to have lived during their
journey from Egyptian slavery to freedom in the Promised Land. In addition, the sukkah
reminds us of the huts in which farmers would live during the harvest season in order to be
as close as possible to their crops. During Sukkot, it is traditional to eat and even sleep in
the sukkah.
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A mezuzah is a scroll containing some biblical verses that Jews traditionally place on the
doors of their homes, in order to literally carry out the commandment to write the words of
the Torah “on the doorposts of your home.” A mezuzah is only placed on the door of a place
where people live permanently.

The Talmud is the Jewish oral law. It consists of two parts: the Mishnah (codified by 200 CE),
which consists primarily of concise legal statements; and the Gemara (codified around the
sixth century CE), which expands upon and comments on the Mishnah. The Talmud is
divided into tractates (Hebrew: masekhtot), each of which deals primarily with a certain set of
topics.

Maimonides (a.k.a. Rambam, Cordoba/Egypt, 1135–1204) is one of the best-known figures
in Jewish philosophy and law. His major works include the Mishneh Torah, a restatement of
Talmudic law aimed at ordinary Jews, and Moreh Nevuchim, a philosophical work in which he
grapples with the major philosophical questions of the scholarly Arabic world of his day
through a Jewish lens.

Discussion Questions for Chapter 6—

They Shall Tremble No More: Housing and Homelessness
1. Rabbi Jacobs suggests that a person’s housing situation can have a major effect on their

health, happiness, and sense of security. Have you experienced or observed this phe-
nomenon in your own life? In what situations?

2. How would you define adequate housing? What are your own minimum housing
needs? How do these correspond to the definition of adequate housing presented in
this chapter?

3. Who do you think is responsible for providing affordable housing? Individuals? Orga-
nizations? Local governments? The federal government?
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7
I Will Remove Illness from Within Your Midst:
The Provision of Health Care

Goal
• Participants will understand some Jewish approaches to providing health care.

Trigger Exercise
1. Tell participants that you are going to role play a call between a health insurance

client and a staff member at the insurance agency. Ask for a volunteer to suggest a sit-
uation—this may be a situation that s/he has personally experienced, or one that s/he
has heard about from friends or relatives. Examples include: trying to get a procedure
covered or learning that the cost of a drug has gone up exponentially.

2. Ask for two volunteers to role play this situation the way they imagine it would take
place today. They should feel free to be as creative as they want.

3. Ask for two new volunteers to role play how this situation would play out in an ideal
world.

4. Ask participants to reflect on the two role plays they saw. What would need to change
in order to move from a world in which the first happens to a world in which the sec-
ond happens?
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Text Study

1. Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 249:16

There are those who say that the mitzvah of constructing a synagogue is more important than
that of tzedakah [in general], and the mitzvah of giving tzedakah to youths to study Torah or to
the poor among the sick is more important than that of constructing a synagogue.

2. Rabbi Eliezer Waldenburg, Tzitz Eliezer 5:4

It has been enacted that in every place in which Jews live, the community sets aside a fund for
care of the sick. When poor people are ill and cannot afford medical expenses, the commu-
nity sends them a doctor to visit them, and the medicine is paid for by the communal fund.
The community gives them food appropriate for the ill, day by day, according to the direc-
tions of the doctor.

3. Rabbi Nissim ben Reuven of Gerona (Ran), She’elot uteshuvot 1, 
Dibbur hamatchil “V’haben hayoresh”

If the residents of the city or of a collective want to reallocate the fund for the sick to the fund
to support students, they are not allowed to do so. Furthermore, the fund for the sick is
explicitly for the poor of the world, just as for the poor of that town. In this respect, it is like
the synagogue of a city, which the residents of that city do not have permission to sell.
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4. Chaim David HaLevy, Aseh L’cha Rav 7:70 (trans. Rabbi David Ellenson,
After Emancipation: Jewish Religious Responses to Modernity, 423)

Today, this obligation is widespread among every advanced nation, and each person who
lacks work is deemed worthy of national insurance [that will ensure] a minimal standard nec-
essary for subsistence.

Questions for Discussion
1. According to these texts, who is responsible for providing health care? How should a

community go about ensuring health care for all of its members?
2. How do these texts suggest allocating communal funds in such a way as to guarantee

health care? What other priorities may compete for funding with the health care sys-
tem?

3. If you were to create a health care system based on the principles derived from these
texts, what would this health care system look like?

Biographies and Background Information
The Shulchan Arukh was written by Rabbi Joseph Caro (Israel, 1488–1575). The Shulchan
Arukh is probably the most authoritative code of Jewish law.

Rabbi Eliezer Waldenburg (Jerusalem, 1917–2006) was a leading figure in the Israeli rab-
binate. He is best known for his writings on medical ethics, and for taking courageous and
often progressive positions on issues such as transsexuality and economics.

Rabbi Nissim ben Reuven of Gerona (Barcelona, 1320–80) was a legal authority who wrote
a commentary on the Talmud, as well as many teshuvot (legal rulings).

Rabbi Chaim David HaLevy (Palestine/Israel, 1924–98) was the Sephardic chief rabbi of Tel
Aviv from 1973 until his death. He wrote a significant number of legal rulings on economic
issues.
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Discussion Questions for Chapter 7—I Will Remove 
Illness from Within Your Midst: The Provision of Health Care

1. Have you ever experienced a disruption in your own health care, or had a conflict
with your insurance company over the provision of care? What was the impact of this
experience on you?

2. A number of the texts included in this chapter describe God as personally feeling
human pain. What might it mean to believe that human death or sickness negatively
affects the divine image? How might that belief affect our attitudes toward health
care?

3. This chapter notes that a number of players—including the doctor, patient, insurance
company, community, and government—all bear some responsibility for the provi-
sion of health care. How would you describe the relative responsibilities of each of
these parties?

4. If you were to create the ideal health care system, what would it look like? In what
ways would this system resemble or differ from the vision laid out in this chapter?
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8
The City and the Garden: Environmental
Sustainability for the Twenty-first Century

Goal
• Participants will understand some Jewish approaches to addressing environmental

issues in a sustainable and just way.

Trigger Exercise
1. Present participants with the following scenario. Ask them to work in pairs or small

groups to draft a response.

Springfield, USA, has recently closed its local landfill, which was full, and has struck a deal
with a town thirty miles away to send solid waste there. In order to make this system work,
Springfield will have to build a new waste transfer station. Right now, there is a plan to place
this waste transfer station in a low-income neighborhood on the edge of the city. The resi-
dents of this neighborhood are extremely upset about this plan—there is already one waste
transfer station in the neighborhood, as well as a bus depot. As a result, there is heavy truck
and bus traffic through the area; this traffic has probably contributed to the high asthma rate
among neighborhood children. The residents of this neighborhood have organized to stop
the construction of this waste transfer station, and are suggesting that the station be placed
instead in a wealthy neighborhood that also has water access. The city has countered that
there are already plans to build a waterfront hotel in this wealthy neighborhood, and that this
hotel will create six hundred jobs, many of which will go to the residents of the low-income
neighborhood.
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Some have suggested that if the city recycles a greater percentage of its solid waste,
there will not be a need to build a waste transfer station at all. However, an expanded recy-
cling program will require increased truck traffic through the city, and will also require a new
tax on all residents.

2. Have participants read and discuss the following texts. Ask participants to respond to
the situation outlined above through the eyes of these texts.

Text Study

1. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Nizkei Mamon 12:1

If one digs a pit in the public domain, and an ox or a donkey falls in it and dies, even if the pit
was full of wool or some such thing, the one who dug the pit is responsible for paying damages.

2. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Nizkei Mamon 12:8–9

If a pit belongs to two partners, and one passes by and does not cover it, then the second
passes by and does not cover it, the first is liable until he hands the cover to the second. From
the time that the first hands the cover to the second to cover it, the first becomes exempt
from liability, and the second becomes liable. If the first covers it, and the second passes by
and finds it uncovered and doesn’t cover it, the second is liable. Until when does the second
alone remain liable? Until the first learns that the pit is uncovered and has time to hire work-
ers and to uproot trees and to cover it. And if anyone/anything dies in the pit in the mean-
time, the second alone is liable. If anyone/anything dies in the pit after this time, both are
liable since both were negligent.

3. Mishnah, Bava Batra 2:9–10
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We distance carcasses, graveyards, and tanneries fifty amot from the city. We only place tan-
neries to the east of a city. Rabbi Akiva says: we may place them in any direction, except for
the west, and distance them fifty amot. We distance a soaking pit from [a neighbor’s] vegeta-
bles, leeks from onions, and mustard from bees.

4. Deuteronomy 23:13–15

Further, there shall be an area for you outside the camp, where you may relieve yourself. With
your gear you shall have a spike, and when you have squatted you shall dig a hole with it and
cover up your excrement. Since Adonai your God moves about in your camp to protect you
and to deliver your enemies to you, let your camp be holy; let God not find anything
unseemly among you and turn away from you.

5. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim 6:14

It is forbidden to relieve oneself inside the camp, or in the field anywhere. Rather, there is a
positive commandment to create a specific place where people may relieve themselves.

Questions for Discussion
1. How do these texts suggest addressing the disposal of waste and the placement of

potentially toxic businesses? How does this compare to how we ordinarily address
these issues in our own society?

2. What guidelines do these texts offer for distributing responsibility for the public
space, as well as burdens that arise within public space? How might we apply these
guidelines to environmental concerns in our own society?

Biographies and Background Information
The Talmud is the Jewish oral law. It consists of two parts: the Mishnah (codified by 200 CE),
which consists primarily of concise legal statements; and the Gemara (codified around the
sixth century CE), which expands upon and comments on the Mishnah. The Talmud is divided
into tractates (Hebrew: masekhtot), each of which deals primarily with a certain set of topics.
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Maimonides (a.k.a. Rambam, Cordoba/Egypt, 1135–1204) is one of the best-known figures
in Jewish philosophy and law. His major works include the Mishneh Torah, a restatement of
Talmudic law aimed at ordinary Jews, and Moreh Nevuchim, a philosophical work in which he
grapples with the major philosophical questions of the scholarly Arabic world of his day
through a Jewish lens.

Discussion Questions for Chapter 8—The City and the Garden: 
Environmental Sustainability for the Twenty-first Century

1. To what extent do you think about the environmental impact of your everyday activ-
ities? How has your consciousness about environmental impact changed at all in the
recent past? How has your behavior changed?

2. Rabbi Jacobs comments, “Judaism makes clear that the health of humanity and of the
natural world depend deeply on one another.” In what ways have you experienced
that interdependence succeed or fail?

3. Rabbi Jacobs argues that human beings have a responsibility to act as stewards of the
world’s resources in order to create a more sustainable society. How might the con-
cept of stewardship help us think about the appropriate distribution of resources and
responsibility?

4. Rabbi Jacobs asks whether Judaism favors urban life, rural life, or views the two as
equally valid. How would you answer this question? Have you ever taken environ-
mental concerns into account when deciding where to live? If so, what decision did
you make as a result?
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9
When Your Brother Is Flogged: 
Crime, Punishment, and Rehabilitation

Goal
• Participants will understand some Jewish approaches to addressing the question of

how and when to use prison as punishment.

Trigger Exercise
Ask participants to respond to one or more of the following questions, either in pairs or in
the full group: 

1. Have you ever had an experience with the criminal justice and/or prison system?
What was this experience like? What did it teach you about criminal justice?

2. What associations do you have with the word “prison”? What feelings does this word
evoke in you?

3. Imagine that you are serving on a jury in the case of a small-scale drug dealer. You
believe that there is evidence to convict the defendant, but you know that, according
to your state’s mandatory sentencing laws, this will mean a minimum prison sentence
of five years—being sentenced to treatment is not an option. You are concerned about
this person being let back on the street, where he is likely to resume his drug trade,
but also doubt that time in prison will result in his changing careers. What do you do?
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Text Study

1. Numbers 15: 32–35

Once, when the Israelites were in the wilderness, they came upon a man gathering wood on
the Sabbath day. Those who found him as he was gathering wood brought him before Moses,
Aaron, and the whole community. He was placed in custody (mishmar), for it had not been
specified what should be done to him. Then Adonai said to Moses, “The man shall be put to
death: the whole community shall pelt him with stones outside the camp.” So the whole com-
munity took him outside the camp and stoned him to death—as Adonai had commanded
Moses.

2. Babylonian Talmud, Brakhot 54b

Rabbi Yehuda said in the name of Rav: There are four types of people who need to give
thanks: Those who go down to the sea; those who cross over the desert; one who was sick
and was healed; and one who was imprisoned and was released … how do we know that one
who was imprisoned should give thanks? It says, “Those who sit in darkness and shadow,
being bound in affliction and iron” (Psalms 107:10) and “For they have rebelled against the
words of God, etc.” (ibid., verse 11) and it says, “Therefore, God humbled their heart with
travail, etc.” (ibid. verse 12) and it says, “They cried out to God in their trouble, and God
saved them from distress” (ibid., verse 13).
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3. Tosefta, Sanhedrin 12:7

He is warned once and is silent; he is warned again and indicates consent. If he is warned a
first, then a second time, the third time, he is placed in the kippah [small cell]. Abba Shaul
says, “Even the third time, we warn him, and the fourth time, he is placed in the kippah.” And
we feed him minimal bread and water.

This is the rule for those who are liable for lashes and who repeat the crime: We give
them lashes a first, then a second time; the third time, they are placed in the kippah. Abba
Shaul says, “Also the third time, we give them lashes, and the fourth time, they are placed in
the kippah.” And we feed him barley until his stomach bursts.

4. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Rotzeach Ush’mirat Hanefesh 2:5

The court is obligated, in any case, to punish them with a serious punishment, close to death,
and to confine them in a small and narrow place for many years, and to afflict them with all
sorts of afflictions in order to instill fear in other wicked people, so that the incident will not
become an obstacle or a stumbling block, such that another person will say, “I will bring
about the death of my enemy as so-and-so did, and I will go free.”

5. Rabbi Ben-Zion Meir Chai Uziel, Piskei Uziel b’She’elot Hazman, Siman 30
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The entire time that one dwells in the prison, both the prisoner and the administrator of the
prison wait for the moment when the prisoner will be released and the cell will be vacated;
therefore, it is thought of as a home that is not established as a permanent dwelling, similar to
homes on ships.

6. Rabbi Meshulam Rath, Kol Mevaser 1:83

In general, I am hesitant about the agreement of the Rabbis regarding imprisonment of five or
three years as punishment for sin, for nothing like this is present in our halakhah—rather, we
have only temporary imprisonment in order to force compliance, or to hold a person [until
the trial is completed] … or placement in the kippah for a murderer who was not warned
[ahead of time about the consequences of his/her act, as is a necessary condition for carrying
out capital punishment]. And this is a law given to Moses at Sinai.

Questions for Discussion
1. How do these texts understand the function and purpose of imprisonment? How is

this similar to or different from the way in which our society thinks about the purpose
of prison?

2. When, according to these texts, is prison necessary? How does this correspond to our
society’s decisions about when to imprison someone?

3. If you were to design a prison system that reflects these texts, what would it look like?
How would it be similar to or different from our current prison system?

Biographies and Background Information
The Talmud is the Jewish oral law. It consists of two parts: the Mishnah (codified by 200 CE),
which consists primarily of concise legal statements; and the Gemara (codified around the
sixth century CE), which expands upon and comments on the Mishnah. The Talmud is
divided into tractates (Hebrew: masekhtot), each of which deals primarily with a certain set of
topics.

The Tosefta is a compilation of rabbinic law codified around the late first or second century
CE. It often parallels the Mishnah, and has some historical relationship to the Mishnah.
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Maimonides (a.k.a. Rambam, Cordoba/Egypt, 1135–1204) is one of the best-known figures
in Jewish philosophy and law. His major works include the Mishneh Torah, a restatement of
Talmudic law aimed at ordinary Jews, and Moreh Nevuchim, a philosophical work in which he
grapples with the major philosophical questions of the scholarly Arabic world of his day
through a Jewish lens.

Rabbi Ben-Zion Meir Chai Uzziel (Israel, 1880–1953) served in a number of key positions in
Palestine/Israel, including the Chacham Bashi (chief rabbi recognized by the Turkish govern-
ment) from 1911 until WWI; chief rabbi of Tel Aviv (1923–1939); and Sephardic chief rabbi
of Israel (1939 until his death).

Rabbi Meshulam Rath (Ukraine/Romania/Israel, 1875–1962) was a prominent halakhic
authority whose most famous work was Kol Mevaser. He was deeply involved in the religious
Zionist movement, and eventually made his home in Israel.

Discussion Questions for Chapter 9—

When Your Brother Is Flogged: Crime, Punishment, and Rehabilitation
1. Have you had personal experience with the criminal justice system? If so, what was

this experience like? How, if at all, did the experience change your views of the crim-
inal justice system?

2. According to Rabbi Jacobs, Jewish law distinguishes between violent crimes and other
types of misbehavior, such as property crimes. What value does this categorization
suggest? Do you agree with this value? Why or why not?

3. Many of the texts included in this chapter indicate a simultaneous concern for the
safety and welfare of the victim and for the humanity of the perpetrator. What relative
weight would you give to each of these concerns? How might you suggest that con-
temporary criminal justice law take into account both of these concerns?

4. How would you describe the ideal criminal justice system? In what ways would this
system correspond to or differ from the ideals outlined in this chapter?
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CONC LUS ION

Judaism in the Public Sphere
Goal

• Participants will articulate their own approach to bringing their Judaism into the pub-
lic sphere.

Trigger Exercise
1. Ask participants what comes to mind when they hear the term “religion in the public

square.” Instruct them to write their associations on the board or on a flip chart.
2. Have participants look at this list. Ask them whether these associations evoke prima-

rily positive or negative feelings for them.
3. Read the text below, or a longer excerpt from the Conclusion of There Shall Be No Needy:

Pursuing Social Justice through Jewish Law and Tradition. Ask participants whether they agree
or disagree with this vision of Judaism in the public square. Why? 

Text Study

1. Jill Jacobs, There Shall Be No Needy: Pursuing Social Justice through
Jewish Law & Tradition, pp. 219–221

Many individual Jews play prominent roles in public life, as community organizers, public
policy experts, legislators, and government officials.... At the same time, many Jewish organ-
izations are deeply engaged in policy debates at local, state, national, and international levels.

What is missing in much of this work is a real public discussion about how Jewish law
and tradition might address contemporary policy questions. Those on either side of an issue
often quote texts to support their points, but they do so in a way that does not invite debate
or discussion. Instead, when Jews engage in the public discourse as Jews, we should bring
Jewish law and principles into the conversation in such a way as to enrich, rather than shut
down, the discourse. 
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If we succeed in facilitating this rich conversation, we will create a new kind of Jewish
politics in America. Rather than trade sound bites, we will continue the Talmudic tradition of
dialogue, in which various questioners and commentators engage in an often messy conversa-
tion that eventually leads to a fuller understanding of the situation at hand…. We will witness
the emergence of a Judaism that views ritual observance, study, and engagement in the world
as an integrated whole, rather than as separate and distinct practices. The Jewish community’s
deepened involvement in public life will change the face of religious politics in America, as
other communities will recognize the Jewish community as an important and authentic reli-
gious voice in the public square of America.

Questions for Discussion
1. What role do you think religion should play in the public sphere? How could Jews

bring Jewish law into public policy discussions?
2. What role do you think religious people should play in public life? Should they speak

from their religious values? If so, how?
3. Rabbi Jacobs lays out three essential principles: the dignity of human life; an attempt

to rectify major disparities in power; and the mutual responsibilities between the indi-
vidual and the community. How might these three principles inform the discussion of
other public policy issues?
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