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Can You Spare a Loan?

The Evolution of Tzedaka in Rabbinic Literature
By Wendy Amsellems

may be impolitic to point out that the Torah never com-
mands us to give money to the poor. Instead, there are
numerous adjurations to lend money to those in need. The
assumption throughout i1s that the moncy will be repaid.
Orther laws delincate gifts given to the poor, but they are
always gifts of produce—not moncy. Cwver time, as the Jewish
cconomy became less agriculturallv based, we can trace a
rabbinic effort to re-interpret laws of loans into obligations
of gifts. This reinterpretation becomes the basis for the laws
of tgedaka as we know them roday.
The first biblical laws cutlining our obligations to the poor
appear in Exodus 22:24-24:

| | aving just gone through a scason of giving, [ supposc it

If you lend money to My people, to the poor among you,
do not behave towards him as a creditor, do not charge him
interest. If you take his garment as collateral, return it to
him as the sun sets. For it is his only garment, his only
covering for his skin-in what will he sleep? If he cries out
o e, [ will hear him for [ am mercitul.

These verses assume that a loan is taking place, not a gift,
and the verses stipulate the terms of the loan—namely that it
be without interest. Morcover, there is an assumption that
collateral is being taken, which is a clear indication thar there
15 an expectation of repavment. The Torah mandates thar the
poor be treated mercifully and that, if the collateral is need-
ed by its owner, 1t must be returned as the need demands.
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In the poster, the female figure of America serves a bountiful
meal to four needy European Jews.

Lewviticus 25:35-37 develops this theme further:

If your brother becomes poor and his hand falters you shall
strengthen him—stranger and settler—and he shall live with
yvou. You shall not take interest from him; your brother
shall live with you. MNeither money nor food shall you give
him with interest.

The emphasis is once again on lending without interest. We
are to enable the brother to live with us, scemingly by extend-
ing loans that will allow him to cover his needs.

“The Torah is...
trying to safeguard the
poor person’s dignity.

Deuteronomy 24:10-15 similarly stipulates that the poor
person who has borrowed money be treated with respect.
The lender may not barge into the poor person’s home to cal-
lect the collateral. Instead the lender is to wair politely out-
side for the poor person to bring out the object. Again, there
15 the presumption that a loan has taken place and that the
lender can enforce repayment. The Torah is just trying to
safeguard the poor person’s dignity during the process.

There 1s one biblical passage that suggests that the lender
may not necessarily be repaid:

If there be a poor person from one of your brothers in one
of your gates in the land thar Cod has given you, you shall
not harden your heart or clench your hand from your
brother who is poor. You shall open yvour hand to him and
lend him all that he lacks. Beware lest there be in your heart
an unscrupulous thought [namely] that the seventh vear, the
sabbatical year is coming, and you think to be stingy
towards your brother who is poor and not give him...Sure-
ly you shall give him and let your heart not be troubled
when you give him since because of this, God will bless you
in all your endeavors | Deuteronomy 15:7-10).

During the Sabbatical year all debts are canceled. In this
passage, the Torah addresses the lender’s very reasonable
reluctance to lend money to the poor as the sabbatical year
draws near. In all likelihood, the debt will be canceled before
it i1s repaid. The Torah demands that the loans be given
anyway and promiscs God's blessings as an alternanive to
repayment. It is significant that the moncy is never given as
a gift; it 15 always termed a loan, albeit one that may never
be collecred.

There arc, of course, many gifts that the Torah establishes
tor the poor. The corners of the field, produce that s forgot-
ten in the field, sheaves that fall during harvesting—all of these
are to be left for the poor A tenth of one’s produce is to be
given to the Levite, who is often assumed to be poor
However, 1t is not clear if these gifts are hinding outside the
land of Isracl, and thev certainly only seem to be relevant for
an agricultural population.

As the Jewish community moved into exile and away from
an agrarian hifestyle, these types of land-based charitable gifts






