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

It is a mitzvahto give tzedakahto 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 20oh of
his property is the choicest of mitzvoth. l0% 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)
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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

N)'t ln)9 ity'I n''l't) ''tlt)

tr)I?n, o'IN r))n n)ly9 l,n a\)
ly ilpl! J.lJ.l) f))n]])N't o-tN ):) tno:u

lD! }XX )nl'tnN)U' ]1D)]g l) n)n)VJ

16y rr;1) l)D'Itp'T))n

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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but whoever has enough to sustain one day, the
remaining money must go to the poor. But in
Usha they established that one shouldn't spend
more than 20Yo, and the based it on the verse 'oI

will surely tithe."
(Hatam Sofer response 229)
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"One must nut 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 RosD, moved from an Ashkenazi to
a Sefardi community. Rabbi Yehudah quotes the staternent of his

father that since in his old community in Germany the practice of

maas€r kesafim had been established for many generations he and

all his descendants would take this practice upon themselves as a

vohintary 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. I92-+). The original manuscript is in
the British Museum.

ltrl{ trl n-lTrl "1 l'll{lvLl
'llrryto Inu ilrilr tilPiln -Tnx ,fu, ll:urxf lTyf IPln )"1 t:N rll'Tx., .

''tnNl .If, 'lury'! 1ll1 Xlilu, il)lurb'lu nlnDf IPrn lf'l 'l.Irf Nf,iI bftr
ntu, bttNfl ,trr.tf.r ilf qrpl;15't -prri?b rnx 5)t r)N unfDit )"t tnttu!
il"tf IN:f n])pnil nu'1] ir: rnfnf't .nsrrrn tlf ilf lhnnl rnl?n l"P

r irhD'rJ 'lI1 .Tty ir5:p) 1f, ll:ln tr'TN irN"li rhN Drl .itl lt:thnr
.1UrN "]ir lt:rpl 1r ntrnfn nnN iDPn by r:rny trlnnil by utx:n rrx
Y-1Rf rl 1yr ,''1uR n..lrn v un bxt l"rx 1D]E rll !13!7 : ilfiD'll ilt'l t"I
n.lurynb -TnN ptn urr-l5ilb urnlfN n1fNlllrn]f,x llitl Drlrtr llNvr'lutx
lrol InEr xurEf ]nr]"tru, ith ):n ntvn 'lllvt il71v1 nrrrb prpln

* We are grateful to Prof. Yaacov Katz for drawing our attention to this

source.
+r We are grateful to the I.P.S. for permission to reproduce the material. The

translation has been slightly modified.
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C .,Da$ 'p,r-rrnb txrh'lvlr nxlrn ): nx ruyn rur-r"r'r Nrproir 5yl,r'rr1rexu,
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Irf .DEa lnx tl .trt Nfrl xfu' irrt b: nbynl ttn)i'r ilr ltprn ,r2:f,
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D"Dr iliteu, lln urrl5ilt ll wry ilran ilrrnn urr5ilt DtlE -rnN 5f ft"n
: rlui'I fhfit nDu fuy .tr'lxf)ir rtb brnutnh turrtSilt frrnnru inN
If n-r'lirt .b"l Ur"N.]it Il f,Py: .b"I u/Nlir It irDru, ilty trrblnnirl
trrbf,pn Dtnnil fy utxrn untx .t"t urlxlir If llynu, .b"t tu"N'tir
N/N trrfDit ']u,l() ilbyhb ntrrn:n luynn nltpn ntJiTnn b: r:rby
)yr .nbynb ifl)u, rtrf h*rlnn grpbnn uhn .Tnx bf yrsrtr' ,l"r:

;Hl")lifl i'li'l:''l'::#'iliHilT';'JJ:;lJiHT;
I l""lJ ilTlitr ,1il ll

Ir.1'tDtou, ])nt trrf,tnt D/il trrf,lilt q)x t"b rnrf,p itt r]h$f]t qlD.Tyl . ..
ltuyFit Nliilr Drfmr t/)urnt q)x ,l nlyn .tf'rt Diln rnntt nlynl

. , . nbYn ilftn)il irlpnil f'rn r5)
My reaered father of blessed memory ordained.in his city in

Germany that eaery member ol the community should pay a tithe
of his total income, and in the district ot' Toledo he ordained that
he and his children should do likewise. After he had passed away
I and all my brothers resolaed 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 haue 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 Rosh and his sons) :

We, the undersigned, haue stood by a certain ordinance in the

handuriting ol 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' (Prouerbs 1:B). Seeing

that in the country from uhich 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 uas

in accordance ttith the comment of oul Rabbis on a aerse in the

Torah "'You. shall definitely tithe all of your agricultural produce. . .'

- from this we deduce that traders ouerseas should separate one

tenth (of their profits) for those who labor in Torah" - therefore

we haue continued in the footsteps of our fathers, and haae taken

upon ourselues 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 grants to any who need to draw from the fund.
This obligation we haue undertaken f or ourselues and our ofspring,
to obserue, lo do, and maintain it. The treasurers whom we haue

selected are the brothers R. Yaakou and R. Yehudah (may God

preserue them). We haue sealed this undertaking on the 9th day of

the month of Marcheslnan in the year (50)75 A.M. (1316 C.E.).

(signed) Asher ben R. Yechiel

Shlomo ben R. Asher

Yaakoo ben R. Asher

Yehudah ben R. Asher

Elyakim ben R. Asher

Close to these signatures is a document to the following et'lect:

We, the undersigned, haue agreed that included in the terms of

the ordinance written aboae 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 d.ays of the sum becoming
due'[so far the text of the second document.The signatories are: -)

Shlomo ben R. Asher
I'aakoa ben R. Asher
Yehudah ben R. Asher
Shimon ben R. Asher

ll/e, the undersigned, take upon ourselues all the ordinances
rclating to the tithe written aboue, as our reuered father crid, and each
of us will pay his contribution as is mentioned aboue. In attestation
of this we haue here signed our names on Rosh Chodesh Ettul
5106 A.M. (1346 C.E.). So far the third document (presumably
referrcd to by R. Yehudah in his introduction) with signatories:

Shlomo ben R. yehudah

Yechiel ben R. Yehudah.

L'ntil the end ol this Nouember I receiued. J7240 gold. pieces
(in salary) as explained aboae. of this sum I gaue for charitable
purposes 3724 gold pieces, which is the tithe in accordance with
the ordinance written aboue . ..

Despite this important document, evidence is not conclusive rc-
garding a// sefardi communities. Reference should be made to t\vo
Sefardi sources rvhich relate specifically to maaser. Rabbenu yonah,
who lived in Geronda, clearly advocated the separation of maaser
in his ethical treatise seler Hayiraft (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 lz Ehrenpreis' Vow
(translation of JTSA Library MS 10L15, fol. 2r)1

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.

i. 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.

2. The "matter of mitsvah" enunciated in paragraph 1 refers, for exam-

ple, to books or other articles that I am not required to own - lthose]
I may purchase with tithe money; but articles that I am required to

own, such as tallit, tefillin, meztzot, 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.

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

4. 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.

5. 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.

1 Annntrfinnc have heen qrrnnlied in the Text and Nofes. helow.
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a binding vow, and hope in God for success, whereupon I will set aside
tithe with good will in accordance with my undertaking. And I beseech
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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