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How Much Do I need to make in order to give?

It is a mitzvah to give tzedakah to the poor,
according to what is fitting the poor person, if
one can afford it (lit.: if his hand can acquire it).
As it says “You shall surely open your hand to
him” (Deut 15) and “Sustain the stranger among
you” and “You should cause your brother

among you to live.”
Rambam Laws of the Poor 7:1
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If a poor person came and asked for his need,
and one cannot afford it, one should give what
one can afford. How much is this? Up to 20% of
his property is the choicest of mitzvoth. 10% is
average. Less than this is “evil eye”. One should
not give less than 1/3 a shekel per year, and
whoever gives less than this has not fulfilled the
commandment. Even a poor person who is
sustained by charity must give charity to

another.
(Rambam, Laws of the Poor 7:5)
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If there is a needy person among you, one of
your kinsmen in any of your settlements in the
land that YHVH your God is giving to you, do
not harden your heart and shut your hand against
your needy kinsman. Rather you must open your
hand and lend him sufficient for whatever he

needs.
(Deut 15:7-8)
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If your kinsman, being in straits, comes under
your authority, and you hold as though a
resident alien, let him live by your side; do not
exact from him advance or accrued interest, but
fear your God. Let him live by your side as your
kinsman.

(Lev 25:35)

719 719 NI

NPINT) TRY T2 1O PN T 221 (D)
TRy ONY 2YIM M 12

NN AN TY) IAND NPR O (D)
FTRY PORON) PRI

R. Saadia wrote that one must privilege his own
living before anyone else, and does not need to
give charity until he has his own living made, as
it says: “Your brother shall live with you” (Lev
25:36) — your life is before the life of your

brother.
Tur, Yoreh Deah, 251
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It is clear that according to Torah law, whoever
has a days worth of income must give the
remainder to the poor. Only his life preceeds,
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will surely tithe.”
(Hatam Sofer response 229)
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“One must not use one’s maaser...”
indicates a specific sum which is separated off for charitable pur-
poses.

An historical survey given by Rabbi Dr. H. J. Zimmels* on p.
266-7 of his treatise “Ashkenazim and Sephardim” (Oxford Uni-
versity Press 1958) confirms that the practice of separating maaser
was confined to Ashkenazim, and that the Sephardim had an alter-
native arrangement for charitable payments. The most striking
evidence for this is contained in the Ethical Will of Rabbi Yehudah
ben Asher, whose father, the Roskh, moved from an Ashkenazi to
a Sefardi community. Rabbi Yehudah quotes the statement of his
father that since in his old community in Germany the practice of
maaser kesafim had been established for many generations he and
all his descendants would take this practice upon themselves as a
voluntary obligation,

This important source is not well known to Torah scholars, and
we therefore reproduce the relevant section from “Hebrew Ethical
Wills” by Israel Abrahams (Jewish Publication Society of Ameri-
ca,** Philadelphia 1926 p. 192-4). The original manuscript is in
the British Museum.
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*  We are grateful to Prof. Yaacov Katz for drawing our attention to this
source.

** We are grateful to the I.P.S. for permission to reproduce the material. The
translation has been slightly modified.
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My revered father of blessed memory ordained-in his city in

Germany that every member of the community should pay a tithe
of his total income, and in the district of Toledo he ordained that
he and his children should do likewise. After he had passed away
I and all my brothers resolved to maintain the practice and add
to its terms. In Ellul (5)106 A.M. (1346 C.E.). I wrote out the
ordinance and my elder sons signed it. I have appended the text of
the ordinance below so that with God’s help (my younger children
also) will sign it. Perhaps also others not of my family may see it
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and be prompted to assume the same obligation. This is the text
(presumably of the original ordinance of the Rosk and his sons) :
We, the undersigned, have stood by a certain ordinance in the
handwriting of our ancestor R. Asher of blessed memory with the
following text: ‘Hear my son the instruction of your father and
do not forsake the teaching of your mother’ (Proverbs 1:8). Seeing
that in the country from which we migrated our fathers and our
fathers’ fathers were accustomed to set aside to God as charity for
religious purposes one part in ten of all business profits — this was
in accordance wilth the comment of our Rabbis on a verse in the
Torah “*You shall definitely tithe all of your agricultural produce. ..
— from this we deduce that itraders overseas should separate one
tenth (of their profits) for those who labor in Torah” — therefore
we have continued in the footsteps of our fathers, and have taken
upon ourselves the obligation to set aside a tenth of all our profits
in business, loan interest, and all other trading. Three quarters of
this tithe we will deposit in a chest, controlled by two treasurers,
who will authorize granis to any who need to draw from the fund.
This obligation we have undertaken for ourselves and our offspring,
to observe, to do, and maintain it, The treasurers whom we have
selected are the brothers R. Yaakov and R. Yehudah (may God
preserve them). We have sealed this undertaking on the 9th day of
the month of Marcheshvan in the year (50)75 A.M. (1316 C.E.).

(signed) Asher ben R. Yechiel
Shlomo ben R. Asher
Yaakov ben R. Asher
Yehudah ben R. Asher
Elyakim ben R. Asher

Close to these signatures is a document ito the following effect:

We, the undersigned, have agreed that included in the terms of
the ordinance written above shall be all which has come or will
come into the hands of any of us, whether it consist of money,
legacy, gift or marriage settlement, or any other possession. Each of
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us shall be obligated to set aside the proper amount and place it in
the hands of the treasurers within eight days of the sum becoming
due. [So far the text of the second document. The signatories are: —]

Shlomo ben R. Asher
Yaakov ben R. Asher
Yehudah ben R. Asher
Shimon ben R. Asher

We, the undersigned, take upon ourselves all the ordinances
relating to the tithe written above, as our revered father did, and each
of us will pay his contribution as is mentioned above. In attestation
of this we have here signed our names on Rosh Chodesh Ellul
9106 A.M. (1346 C.E.). So far the third document (presumably
referred to by R. Yehudah in his introduction) with signatories :

Shlomo ben R. Yehudah
Yechiel ben R. Yehudah.

Until the end of this November I received 37240 gold pieces
(in salary) as explained above. Of this sum I gave for charitable
purposes 372¢4 gold pieces, which is the tithe in accordance with
the ordinance written above . . .

Despite this important document, evidence is not conclusive re-
garding all Sefardi communities. Reference should be made to two
Sefardi sources which relate specifically to maaser. Rabbenu Yonah,
who lived in Geronda, clearly advocated the separation of maaser
in his ethical treatise Sefer Hayirah (see above (2d(iii)). It could be
argued that this does not necessarily imply a public acceptance of
the practice, but an acceptance by individuals as an act of special
piety. In a responsum quoted at the end of this chapter Rabbi
Shimon ben Zemach Duran, who lived in North Africa, also refers
to the separation of maaser; but this responsum replies to a query
by a person who in time of trouble had vowed to follow the example
of the patriarch Jacob; it does not indicate a generally accepted
practice,
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M.Z. Ehrenpreis — Pinkas Ma ‘sar Kesafim

Appendix I: Ehrenpreis’ Vow
(translation of JTSA Library MS 10115, fol. 2r)’

I praise the Lord who has counseled me, having given me a heart by

which to know Him, to separate from all that He will bless me with in my
business dealings one-tenth, after the following manner.

1

From all profits that God grants me, whether at home or outside,
when the profit exceeds the outlay, I am obligated to tithe from that
profit for charity or for a matter of mitsvah, beginning from the date
below.

The “matter of mitsvah™ enunciated in paragraph 1 refers, for exam-
ple, to books or other articles that I am not required to own — [those]
I may purchase with tithe money; but articles that I am required to
own, such as tallit, tefillin, mezuzot, and the like, I may not purchase
with tithe money, but only from my own purse; now, regarding hid-
dur mitsvah — even though I am obligated in the mitsvah — I may
augment for hiddur with tithe money.

Charity takes precedence over anything else, and purchasing a devar
mitsvah takes precedence over hiddur mitsvah.

Since I hope that God, who searches the reins, will grant me success
in my business dealings (according to teachings of the Sages), it
being impossible to figure my profits constantly, I will therefore do
the following: according to my estimate, I will figure how much
profit I have made every week, and set aside my tithe. At the end of
the year, when I do a full accounting, and determine my earnings and
compute what I have set aside, then if I have set aside too much, I will
take it back; and if I separated out too little, I will immediately give
what is due.

In case tithe money is available in my fund, I may lend to myself and
pay back into the fund, without adding any extra amount.

Annantatinne have heen annnnlied in the Text and Notes. helow.



By way of explanation of the 1oregoing: 1 accept ] UpULL Ly oL o
a binding vow, and hope in God for success, whereupon [ will set aside
tithe with good will in accordance with my undertaking. And I be‘seecj‘h
the Creator (may He be blessed) not to bring me to any transgression in
this matter; rather, may He present me with fitting persons, and preserve
me from all sorrow, harm, and disease; and send blessing, success, and
profit in my undertakings, and upon those of all of the house of Israel his
people; and may He help me so that I may fulfill what I have accepted

upon myself. Amen.

Friday, the eve of the Sabbath of Va’ethanan, 15 Av 596 [1836].
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