Responsa on Tzedakah: How Many People Should I Give To?
Rabbi Elie Kaunfer — www.mechonhadar.org
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1) Concerning whether it is preferable to give to one poor person or to many poor people.
The Holy City, may it be rebuilt and established
Thursday of Parshat Shemot, 5734 (1974)

To the great Rav Elyakim Dvurkus, astounding in Torah and piety, may Hashem guard
him and keep him.
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2) Despite being very busy, I heeded your and your father’s request to look at the
writings you have done about Tzedakah which you have edited in a very orderly fashion,
including bringing the rabbinic sources on this, and I enjoyed it very much. You
succeeded to write truthfully and to innovate new understandings truthfully. While
looking at this, I saw that you discussed the law found in the Shulhan Arukh (YD 257:9)
that a person should not give all his Tzedakah to only poor person.
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3) Its source is in the Talmud (Eruvin 63a): “Rav Kahana said: ‘Whoever gives all of his
gifts to one priest brings hunger to the world,” etc.”
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4) The Mordechai wrote on this (Bava Batra, Chap. 1, #502): From here we derive that a
person should not give all his tzedakah to one relative, while casting aside the rest of his
relatives; and he should not give to one person and not to other people.
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5) In addition, the person who is in charge of distributing tzedakah must take caution to
not favor his relatives over other people, as is written in the Talmud (Shabbat 118b):
“Rabbi Yossi said: “‘May my portion be with those who collect tzedakah, and not with
those who distribute tzedakah.”” And Rashi explained that to mean: “The person who
distributes may favor his family and thus steal from other poor people.”
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6) (The Gaon of Vilna, commenting on the Shulhan Arukh (YD 257:9) wrote: “See
Tosafot on Ketubot 26a, at the end of the comment beginning ‘Don’t’ and in Kiddushin
27a, comment beginning ‘Give.’)

The Tosafot there wrote about the story (in Mishnah Maaser Sheni 5:9) of Rabban
Gamliel and the elders who were on a boat. Rabban Gamliel said to the elders: ‘The tithe
that I am going to measure shall be given to Yehoshua.’...and the other tithe (for the
poor) is given to Akiva Ben Yosef, so that he will take possession of it on behalf of the
poor.”

After the Tosafot prove that R Yehoshua is poor, they challenge: Why didn’t R Gamliel
also give him the poor tithe? They offer 2 explanations. First: because R Gamliel wanted
to give to multiple poor people. Second: R Yehoshua actually had 200 zuz, therefore he
didn’t take the poor tithe. But this needs clarification! For according to the second
explanation, if R Yehoshua didn’t have 200 zuz, R Gamliel would have given him the
tithe, and this is against what is written in Eruvin: A person shouldn’t give all their gifts
to one priest.
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7) R Yaakov Emden, in his book “Heavenly bread” on Pirke Avot (Chapters of the
Fathers) 3:15 took issue with the Rambam in his commentary to the Mishna, and R
Ovadia Bartenura on this mishnah. They (Rambam and Bartenura) explained the mishnah
“And all goes according to the abundance of action” as follows: The person who
distributes 100 coins to tzedakah 100 times is not like the one who gives it to only one
person.

R. Emden reasoned the opposite: It is far preferable to give the money to only one poor
person. (But I don’t have access to his book).

But this is difficult, for what does he do about the Talmud from Eruvin above, and the
ruling of the Shulhan Arukh above?
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8) [In attempting to defend R. Emden]: Concerning the Talmud from Eruvin, it’s possible
to respond: There is a distinction between giving gifts to the priests of Terumah and
Maaser, which cannot be enjoyed by the owner. There is also a distinction between
giving from agricultural produce vs. income. Also, the case of the Talmud is similar, in
part, to the rules concerning official tzedakah collectors, and there is a distinction
between those rules and the rules concerning an individual donor of tzedakah. As is
stated there (YD 257:10) that those who distribute tzedakah must take care not to favor
their relatives over other people. On this, R. Moshe Isserles wrote: this is only concerning
the official tzedakah distributors, but each individual can give his tzedakah or his tithe
(maaser) to his relatives, favoring them over other people.
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9) The Gaon of Vilna commented on R. Isserles’ words, saying: “See further (Shulhan
Arukh YD 251:3). And even though we learn in a Mishnah in the last chapter of Pe’ah
(8;6): ‘If he wanted to save some of his agricultural gifts to the poor to give to his own
poor relatives, let him divide it in half, giving half to the (general) poor and half to those
relatives.” — that is only talking about Maaser Oni (tithing for the poor).” This is neither
like the laws of the official tzedakah distributor, nor like the laws concerning the
individual. The Gaon of Vilna writes that that case is different because it is teaching
about tithing for the poor, and agricultural produce. So too, we can make a distinction
that the case in Eruvin of giving to one priest only (as bringing hunger to the world) is
different because it is speaking of gifts to the priests and agricultural produce, not
tzedakah money.

But still, R. Emden’s position is difficult because of the ruling of the Shulhan Arukh that
one should not give tzedakah (money) to just one person.
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10) Now I have indeed gained access to R. Emden’s book, “Heavenly bread”, and I see
that he himself noted the challenge from the Talmud in Eruvin, but made the distinction
between gifts to the priest vs. other types of charity. The distinction is relevant here
because the priest has access to other produce, and he has enough to feed himself (ie it is
not a gift because he is poor). And this case of the Talmud must be speaking about a
priest who is wealthy, not a poor priest (where presumably the law would be different,
and one could in fact give a single poor priest the entire gift).

But still R. Emden is challeneged. His first reasoning is challenged by the ruling in the
Shulhan Arukh, and his second one is challenged by the Tosafot who hold that the
Talmud was talking about a poor priest. Perhaps he held by the Tosafot’s second solution,
which didn’t limit this to a poor priest, but he should have dealt with this explicitly.
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11) His (R. Emden’s) position is indeed challenged by the words of the Magen Avraham
(695:12) when, in writing about giving to the poor on Purim said: “It is a mitzvah to
distribute [to multiple poor people].” And the Bayit Hadash brought this ruling in the
name of the early sages. For sure he was referring to the Rambam’s commentary on Pirke
Avot. But it is unusual that the Bayit Hadash and the Magen Avraham did not bring
support from the Talmud in Eruvin and the Shulhan Arukh (YD 257). Similarly the
Hatam Sofer only brought support from the Magen Avraham, as did the Hazon Nahum.
The Beit Meir raised this question (about why they did not bring support from the earlier
sources).
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12) Concerning the opinion that you wrote in your book, that notwithstanding the opinion
of R. Emden, if there are, for example, 5 people in the city that don’t have enough to eat
for the day, then one needs to give to all 5 people, rather than give to one person who
would be able to be satisfied for a few days, while the other 4 people would be hungry for
those days.
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13) You are right to say this. For the Hatam Sofer went even further. If there is a case
where one has precedence over the other (to receive tzedakah [an example of this is the
people living in Jerusalem vs. other cities]), these levels of precedence are only in a case
where all else is equal, and no one is about to lose their life. If two people are equal in
need, such that they both need minimum subsistence, we can say one takes precedence
over the other. But if they are not of equal need, such as when the people of Jerusalem
(who would normally take precedence) have minimal bread (but people in other cities
don’t even have that), they have no claim to receive the tzedakah before the people in
those other cities also have that minimum level of subsistence. This applies to other areas,
such as clothing, where precedence is a relative value, but not one meant to reject entirely
the needs of the other (city). Therefore, how much the more so does one divide the
tzedakah when there is no issue of precedence.
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14) All this I have written in order to instruct you, and I have no time to elaborate further.
I bless you to be strong and take courage in Torah and piety. Signed with blessing:

Yitzhak Yaakov Weiss (1902-1989)
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1) A person should not give all of his

tzedakah to one person only.
(Shulhan Arukh Yoreh Deah 257:9)
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2) Rabbi Abba bar Zavda said: Whoever
gives their gifts to only one priest brings
hunger to the world, as it says (II Samuel
20:26) “Irra the Yairi was a priest to
David.” To David he was a priest, and for
everyone else he wasn’t? Rather: David
would give him [all of] his gifts. And the
next verse says: “There was a famine in the

days of David...”
(Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 63a)
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3) ...A story of Rabban Gamliel and the
elders who were on a boat. Rabban Gamliel
said: This tithe that [ measure out will be
given to Yehoshua, and the plot where it
grows is hired to him. The other tithe that I
am going to measure will be for Akiva ben
Yosef, that he should take possession of it
on behalf of the poor, and the plot where it

grows is hired to him.
(Mishnah Maaser Sheni 5:9)
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4) The value of deeds is not dependent on
the greatness of the deed, but on the
number of deeds...an example of this: If a
person gives 1,000 dinar at one time and to
one person, the value of giving will not be
achieved in this act like the one who gives
1,000 times with 1,000 dinar, and gives
each of those away while exercising the
spirit of generosity....

(Rambam, Commentary to the Mishna, Avot 3:15)
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What the Rambam wrote that: ‘One who distributes 100 coins 100 times is better than the
one who distributes 100 coins all at once’ does not seem exactly right to me. For
according to my opinion, it is the opposite. There is more reward in giving 100 coins all
at once, for two reasons. First, once conquers the evil inclination to give a large sum of
charity, which is very weighty, than to give smaller sums, which are not that weighty on
him. Even if one gives small sums all at once, it does not conquer the evil inclination,
how much the more so one who gives those small sums over a period of time.

And from the perspective of the recipient, it is also better. Because it is better to give to a
poor person enough to make a living from, rather than giving to many poor people, none

of whom will receive enough benefit to really earn a living. ..

Yaavetz, Lehem Shamyim, Avot 3:15 (22)
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Yaavetz, Lehem Shamayim on Avot
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