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How much should I give?

— Foundational Texts

Guiding Questions:

Given the texts below about maaser, what are the larger principles from the Bible about
why you separate out a tithe, who should receive the tithe funds, and from what you take

tithe?

What principles could you carry forward to today’s questions about giving maaser?

1) All the tithes from the land, whether
seed from the ground or fruit from the tree,
are YHVH’s. They are holy to YHVH. If
anyone wishes to redeem any of his tithes,
he must add one-fifth to them. All tithes of
the herd or flock — of all that passes under
the shepherd’s staff, every tenth one — shall
be holy to YHVH. He must not look out for
good as against bad, or make substitution
for it. If he does make substitution for it,
then it and its substitute shall both be holy;

it cannot be redeemed.
(Leviticus 27:30-33)
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2) YHVH said to Aharon: You shall,
however, have no territorial share among
them or own any portion in their midst; I
am your portion and your share among the
Israelites. And to the Levites I hearby give
all the tithes in Israel as their share in
return for the services that they perform,
the services of the Tent of Meeting. ...
YHVH spoke to Moshe saying: Speak to
the Levites and say to them: When you
receive from the Israelites their tithes,
which I have assigned to you as your share,
you shall set aside from them one tenth of
the tithe as a gift to YHVH. This shall be
accounted to you as your gift. As with the
new grain from the threshing floor or the
flow from the vat, so shall you on your part
set aside a gift for YHVH from all the
tithes that you receive from the Israelites;
and from them you shall bring the gift for
YHVH to Aharon the priest. You shall set
aside all gifts due to YHVH from
everything that is donated to you, from
each thing its best portion, the part thereof
that is to be consecrated.
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Say to them further: When you have
removed the best part from it, you Levites
may consider it the same as the yield of
threshing floor or vat. You and your
households may eat it anywhere, for it is
your recompense for your services in the
Tent of Meeting. You will incur no guilt
through it, once you have removed the best
part from it; but you must not profane the
sacred donations of the Israelites, lest you
die.

(Numbers 18:20-32)

190 135N NN DIPINA DPZN PINNY (D)

£ 2P INIANI) 1) NNIAND l:mbb avn)

"3 DRI’ OAN DIPY 772 INN Dnb_b_m (N9)
STV ‘J-m:l DONTIY 2N Dob NI 70V

129N NN DIPIINA RLN PYY INWN NI (15)
N9Y 95NN N9 HNIY 232 2WTP NN PPN

9 MnN

3) You may not partake in your settlements
of the tithes of your new grain, or wine or
oil, or of the firstlings of your herds and
flocks, or of any of the votive offerings that
you vow, or of your freewill offerings, or
of your contributions. These you must
consume before YHVH your God in the
place that YHVH your God will choose —
you and your sons and your daughters,
your male and female slaves, and the
Levite in your settlements — happy before

YHVH in all your undertakings. ...
(Deut 12:17-18)
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4) You shall surely set aside a tenth part of
all the yield of your sowing that is brought
from the field, every year. You shall
consume the tithes of your new grain and
wine and oil and the firstlings of your herds
and flocks, in the presence of YHVH your
God, in the place where He will choose to
establish His name, so that you may learn
to revere YHVH your God forever. Should
the distance be too great for you, should
you be unable to transport them, because
the place where YHVH your God has
chosen to establish His name is far from
you and because YHVH your God has
blessed you, you may convert them into
money. Wrap up the money and take it
with you to the place that YHVH your God
has chosen, and spend the money on
anything you want — cattle, sheep, wine, or
other intoxicant, or anything you may
desire. And you shall feast there, in the
presence of YHVH your God and rejoice
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with your household.

But do not neglect the Levite in your
community, for he has no hereditary
portion as you have. Every third year you
shall bring out the fill tithe of your field of
that year, but leave it within your
settlements. Then the Levite, who has no
hereditary portion as you have, and the
stranger, the fatherless, and the widow in
your settlements shall come and eat their
fill, so that YHVH your God may bless you

in all the enterprises you undertake.
(Deut 14:22-29)

5) When you enter the land that YHVH
your God is giving you as a heritage, and
you possess it and settle in it, you shall take
some of every first fruit of the soil, which
you harvest from the land that YHVH your
God is giving you, put it in a basket, and go
to the place where YHVH your God shall
choose to establish His name. You shall go
to the priest in charge at that time and say
to him: “T acknowledge this day before
YHVH your God that I have entered the
land that YHVH swore to our fathers to
assign to us....(God) brought us to this
place and gave us this land, a land flowing
with milk and honey. Wherefore I now
bring the first fruits of the soil which You,
YHVH, have given to me....When you
have set aside in full the tenth part of your
yield — in the third year, the year of the
tithe — and have given it to the Levite, the
stranger, the fatherless, and the widow, that
they may eat their fill in your settlements,
you shall declare before YHVH your God:
“I have cleared out the consecrated portion
from the house, and I have given it to the
Levite, the stranger, the fatherless, and the
widow, just as You commanded me. I have
neither transgressed nor neglected any of
Your commandments. .... Look down
from Your holy abode, from heaven, and
bless Your people Israel and the soil You
have given us, a land flowing with milk

and honey, as You swore to our fathers.”
(Deut 26:1-15)
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6) 20 And Jacob vowed a vow, saying: 'If
God will be with me, and will keep me in
this way that I go, and will give me bread
to eat, and raiment to put on,

21 so that I come back to my father's house
in peace, then shall the LORD be my God,
22 and this stone, which I have set up for a
pillar, shall be God's house; and of all that
Thou shalt give me I will surely give the
tenth unto Thee.'

(Genesis 28:20-22)
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7) “You shall surely set aside” — This is in
the Sifrei (Midrash Halakhah on Deut):
“You shall surely set aside a tenth part of
all the yield of your sowing that is brought
from the field every year (Deut 14:22). I
only learn this about agricultural produce
that is liable for the tithe. How do I know
this applies to various forms of interest and
all other profits? For Scripture teaches:
“all.” It could have simply stated: “the
yield.” What does “all” come to include?
Various forms of interest and anything that

one profits from.
(Tosafot to Taanit 9a)
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8) “You shall surely set aside” — So that
you won’t lack. Tithe (qwy) so that you
become wealthy (Awynn). God said: tithe
what is mine, and I will enrich what is
yours. “All”- R. Abba bar Kahana said: this
is a hint to the businessmen and traveling
salesmen, who would set aside 1/10 for

those who learn Torah.
(Pesikta deRav Kahana 10:10)
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9) How much to give?

Rabbi Ila’a said: In Usha they made an
enactment: The one who gives away money
shouldn’t give away more than 20%. It is
also taught in a baraita (earlier source): The
one who gives away money shouldn’t give
away more than 20%. There was an
incident in which someone tried to give
away more than 20% and his colleagues
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didn’t let him. Who was that? R. Yeshavev.
Some say that R. Yeshavev was the one
who didn’t allow his colleague (give the
money away). And who was his colleague?
R. Akiva.

Rav Nahman, and some say Rav Aha bar
Yaakov asked: What is the scriptural
source? “All that You give me I will tithe,

tithe to You” (Gen 28:22)
(Babylonian Talmud Ketubot 50a)
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10) Principal or income?

They took a vote in Usha that a person
should give away 20% of his property to
fulfill mitzvoth....

Rabbi Gamliel son of Ininya asked of
Rabbi Mana: How could someone give
20% of his property? In five years he will
have lost all his possessions! He answered.
At first give of the principal (assets), and

going forward, give from income.
(Jerusalem Talmud Peah 1:1; 15b)
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10a) R. Yeshavev’s Giving

An occurrence with R. Yeshavev: He stood
and distributed all of his property to the
poor. R. Gamliel sent to him: But didn’t
they say: 20% of one’s property for
mitzvoth!

But R. Gamliel was before Usha!

R. Yose b. R. Bon said in the name of R.
Levi: This was the halakha in their hands.
They forgot it, and the later generation
stood up and agreed with the opinion of the

earlier generation.
(Jerusalem Talmud Peah 1:1; 15b)
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11) A Minimum?

Rabbi Assi said: A person should never
give less than a third of a shekel per year,
as it says (Nehemiah 10:33) “Also we
made ordinances for us, to charge ourselves
yearly with the third part of a shekel for the

service of the house of our God”
(Babylonian Talmud Bava Batra 9a)
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12) Gradations of Giving

How much should one give?

If he can afford, give as much as the poor
people need. If he can’t afford all the poor
peoples’ needs, he should give what he can.
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How much should he give? Up to 20% of
his assets is admirable. 10% is

intermediate. Less than this is an evil sign.
(Tur, Yoreh Deah, #249)
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13) Details of the laws of Maaser Kesafim
(tithing money).

8 Tevet 5715 (1955)

My friend, the honorable and honored
teacher and rabbi Yaakov Michel Dzikaves,
may he live a long and good life:

...Concerning whether the enactment made
in Usha not to spend more than 20% is a
prohibition or just “good advice:” From the
language of the Talmud, we learn that it is
forbidden. For on Ketubot 67b about Mar
Ukba who gave away on his deathbed half
of his property, they objected: How could
he have done this? It was enacted in Usha
not to give away more than 20%! And if
this was just good advice, it would have
been obvious this wouldn’t apply to one’s
deathbed decision. But if it is a real
prohibition, the objectioner must have
reasoned that there should be no
distinction. And the solution offered was:
They didn’t make the enactment where the
reason didn’t apply.

But the Shitah Mekubetzet on this sugya
states that there is an obligation to give
away more than 20% if it is for the study of
Torah. And the Rambam didn’t write the
law of not giving more than 20% in the
laws of charity to the poor, but rather in the
laws of Arakhin. And in the Shulkhan
Arukh, the author (Karo) explicitly states
that if he can afford it, he should give to the
poor whatever their needs are, even if it is
more than 20%... And what is on Ketubot
50a, that R Akiva did not let R Yeshavev
give more than 20%, was in a case where
he could not afford to.

Nevertheless, the Rema (Isserles), who
wrote that one shouldn’t give away more
than 20% to charity, disagreed, and held
that it is in fact prohibited, relying on the
story of Mar Ukba. And the opinion of the
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Rambam and the Mehaber need
investigation. Nevertheless, in actuality,
one should not give more than 20% unless
there is a fear of pikuach nefesh (saving a
life).

His friend, Moshe Feinstein.
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