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Social Action: Mandate or Mixed Message

Rabbi Dov Linzer

Yeshivat Covevei Torah Rabbinical School

A. Social Justice, not only Direct Service

1. Deutoronomy 16:18-20

18. Judges and officers shall you appoint in all your gates,
which the Lord your God gives you, throughout your tribes;
and they shall judge the people with just judgment.

19. You shall not pervert judgment; you shall not respect
persons, nor take a bribe; for a bribe blinds the eyes of the
wise, and perverts the words of the righteous.

20. Justice, only justice shall you pursue, that you may live,
and inherit the land which the Lord your God gives you.
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2. Mishnah Peah, 8:7

One must not give the wandering poor man less than a loaf
worth a pondion at a time when four se'ahs [of wheat cost] one
sela’. If he spends the night [at a place], one must give him
the cost of what he needs for a night. If he stays over the
Sabbath he is given food for three meals.

He who has the means for two meals, must not accept anything
from the charity dish; and if he has for fourteen meals, he may
not accept any support from the communal fund.

The communal fund is collected by two and distributed by
three people.

3. Bavli, Shabbat 33b

For it is written, and Jacob came whole [to the city of
Shechem], which Rab interpreted. Bodily whole [sound],
financially whole, and whole in his learning. And he was
gracious to the city., Rab said: He instituted coinage for them.
Samuel said: He instituted markets for them; R. Johanan said:
He instituted baths for them.

4. Mishnah Gittin 4.3, 6

[3] A widow has [by rights] no power to recover [her kethubah]

from the property of orphans save on taking an oath. but they [the
rabbis] refrained from imposing an oath on her. Rabban gamaliel
the elder thereupon made a regulation that she should take any vow

which the orphans chose to impose on her and so recover her
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kethubah.

And [similarly] witnesses sign their names to a get for the sake of
the betterment of society.

Hillel the Elder also instituted the prosbul for the sake of the
betterment of society.

[6] ... Captives should not be redeemed for more than their value,
for the sake of the betterment of society.

Captives should not be helped to escape, for the sake of the
betterment of society. Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel says [that the
reason is] to prevent the ill-treatment of fellow captives.

Neither should scrolls of the law, phylacteries and mezuzoth be
bought from heathens at more than their value for the sake of the
betterment of society.

B. The Universalist Theme

1. Exodus 22:20; 23:9

22:20 You shall not wrong a stranger, nor oppress him; for you
were strangers in the land of Egypt

23:9 Also you shall not oppress a stranger; for you know the
heart of a stranger, seeing you were strangers in the land of

Egypt.

2. Nehama Leibowitz, Introduction to Shemot
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The forgoing texts and many others like them give grounds for assuming that the reason for the Egyptian

exile, the persecution and the suffering of bondage accompanying the birth of the Jewish people prior to the
giving of the Torah and their entering into the Promised Land, was, that they themselves should experience
the taste of slavery and humiliation. They were to be made to realize just what it felt like to be subjected to
the violence and domination of man by man.

Just as the Egyptian exile prefigures every exile to which Israel was subjected, and just as Egyptian
bondage provided the motivation and impulse for many moral imperatives, so did the redemption from
Egypt serve as a spur for a religious duty; that imposed upon every Jew to redeem his fellow-being from
the slavery he had been reduced to for lack of means. This duty too is motivated in the Torah by the
Almight’s rescuing his people from Egypt:
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3. Deutoronomy 10:17-19

17. For the Lord your God is God of gods, and Lord of lords, a
great God,mighty and awesome, which favors no person, nor
takes bribes;

18. He executes the judgment of the orphan and widow, and
loves the stranger, giving him food and garment.

19. Love you therefore the stranger; for you were strangers in
the land of Egypt.

B''5-1"'s:5 BvIaT

-R) D779RT 2-K K17 0209-K 7790 (1)
XY WX RNITI 237 D77 -7 QIR 017
STW R KDY 201D RO

NN% 93 27K 72K D00 vawn AWy ()
Yy ank 1Y

TIR2 007 0273 93 737 DR 2NN (0°)
Hakinkda

Copyright 2008, Rabbi Dov Linzer 2



Social Action: Mandate or Mixed Message, Rabbi Dov Linzer, YCT Rabbinical School

4 Exodus 2:11-17

11. And it came to pass in those days, when Moses was grown,
that he went out to his brothers, and looked on their burdens;
and he spied an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his
brothers.

12. And he looked this way and that way, and when he saw that
there was no man, he slew the Egyptian, and hid him in the
sand.

13. And when he went out the second day, behold, two men of
the Hebrews struggled together; and he said to the one who did
the wrong, Why do you strike your fellow?

14. And he said, Who made you a prince and a judge over us?
do you intend to kill me, as you killed the Egyptian? And
Moses feared, and said, Certainly this thing is known.

15. And when Pharaoh heard this matter, he sought to slay
Moses. But Moses fled from the face of Pharaoh, and dwelt in
the land of Midian; and he sat down by a well.

16. And the priest of Midian had seven daughters; and they
came and drew water, and filled the troughs to water their
father’s flock.

17. And the shepherds came and drove them away; but Moses
stood up and helped them, and watered their flock.

5. Genesis, 18:17-19

17. And the Lord said, Shall I hide from Abraham that thing
which I do;

18. Seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and
mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed
in him?

19. For I know him, that he will command his children and his
household after him, and they shall keep the way of the Lord,
to do justice and judgment; that the Lord may bring upon
Abraham that which he has spoken of him.

6. Rashi, ad. loc.

That which I will do — in Sodom. It is not appropriate for me to
do this thing without informing him. I have given him this
land, and these five cities belong to him, as it says, “The border
of Canan is from Zidon... going to Sodom and Amorah” (Gen.
10:19). I have called him Avraham, the Father of many
nations, and I should destroy the children and not inform the
father who is my beloved?!

7. Ramban, ad. loc.

And Avraham will surely be... “The simple sense of this verse
is thus: Will I hide from Avraham this thing?! Behold, he is
beloved to me, that I will make him a mighty nation” — these
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are the words of Rashi. But the correct explanation is that God
spoke regarding Avraham’s honor. He said: Behold he will in
the future be a great and mighty nation, and his memory will be
among his seed and all the nations of the land for a blessing,
therefore I will not hide this from him. For [were I to hide it],
future generations will say - How did God conceal this from
him?! or How did this righteous man act so cruely regarding
his neighbors who lived next to him, and he did not have
compassion or pray for them at all?!

8. Babylonian Talmud, Sotah 14a

R. Hama son of R. Hanina further said: What means the text:
Ye shall walk after the Lord your God? Is it, then, possible for
a human being to walk after the Shechinah; for has it not been
said: For the Lord thy God is a devouring fire? But [the
meaning is] to walk after the attributes of the Holy One,
blessed be He. As He clothes the naked, for it is written: And
the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife coats of skin,
and clothed them, so do thou also clothe the naked. The Holy
One, blessed be He, visited the sick, for it is written: And the
Lord appeared unto him by the oaks of Mamre, so do thou also
visit the sick. The Holy One, blessed be He, comforted
mourners, for it is written: And it came to pass after the death
of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son, so do thou also
comfort mourners. The Holy one, blessed be He, buried the
dead, for it is written: And He buried him in the valley, so do
thou also bury the dead.
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B. The Particularist Theme — Priorities or Exclusion?

1. Ruth 2:10

Then she fell on her face, and bowed herself to the ground, and
said to him, Why have I found favor in your eyes, that you
should take notice of me, seeing that I am a stranger?

2. Rambam, Gifts to the Poor, 1:9

Every time the verse refers to the “stranger” in regards to the
agricultural gifts to the poor, it is only referring to the righteous
convert... but nevertheless, we do not withhold such gifts from
the poor among the non-Jews, but they may come together with
the Jews and take these gifts, because of “the ways of peace”.

3. Bavli, Pesachim, 21b

“You shall not eat of anything that dies of itself: you mayt give
it unto the stranger [ger] that is within thy gates, that he may
eat it; or you maye sell it unto a foreigner:...
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And R. Meir? — ‘Or’ is to show that giving to a ger takes
precedence over selling to a heathen.

And R. Judah?- No verse is required for this: since you are
commanded to maintain a ger, but you are not commanded to
maintain a heathen, a verse is not required, [for] it stands to
reason.

4. Critigue of Nahmanides, Positive Mitzvot that Rambam did
not count, Mitzvah 16

We have been command to sustain the life of the resident alien, to
save him from harm — that is to say, if he were drowning in a river,
or a building had fallen upon him, that we are obligated to expend
maximum effort to save him, and if he were sick, we must act to
heal him. All the more so is this the case regarding our fellow
Jews, or regarding a righteous convert — that we are obligated to do
all these things, and it is in their case the saving of a life (pikuach
nefesh) which overrides Shabbat.

This obligation is derived from the verse “And if your brother has
become poor, and his means fail with you; then you shall relieve
him; though he may be a stranger, or a sojourner; that he may live
with you. (Lev. 25:35). And the Talmud states: You are obligated
to sustain the life of a resident alient, but not of a strange.
(Pesachim 21b).
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Ger Toshav — from Geographic proximity/connection to religious proximity/connection

5. Deutoronomy 23:20-21

20. You shall not lend upon interest to your brother; interest of
money, interest of foodstuff, interest of any thing that is lent
upon interest;

21. To a stranger you may lend upon interest; but to your
brother you shall not lend upon interest; that the Lord your God
may bless you in all that you set your hand to in the land where
you are entering to possess.

6. Deutoronomy 15:7

If there is among you a poor man of one of your brothers inside
any of your gates in your land which the Lord your God gives
you, you shall not harden your heart, nor shut your hand from
your poor brother

7. Sifra, Kedoshim, Parsha 2

“Do not avenge and do not bear a grudge against the children
of your people” (Leve. 19:18) — but you may bear avenge and
bear a grudge against others.

Copyright 2008, Rabbi Dov Linzer
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“Love thy neighbor as thyself” (Lev. 19:18). R. Akiva says:
This is a great principle in the Torah. Ben Azai says: “This is
the book of the generations of Adam [in the image of God He
made him]” (Gen. 5:1) - this is a greater principle than that.

8. Breishit Rabbath, Chapter 24

Ben Azai says “This is the book of the generations of Adam”
this is a greater principle than that...that you should not say,
“Since I have been degraded, my friend can be degraded along
with me; since I have been cursed, let my friend be cursed with
me.” Says R. Tanchuma: If you act in this way, know whom
you are degrading, “In the image of God He made him.” (Gen.
5:1).

9. Mishna Avot 3:14

He [R. Akiva] used to say: beloved is man in that he was
created in the image [of God]. [It is a mark of] superabundant
love [that] it was made known to him that he had been created
in the image [of God], as it is said: For in the image of God
made he man.

Beloved are Israel in that they were called children of the All-
Present. [It was a mark of] superabundant love [that] it was
made known to them that they were called children of the All-
Present, as it is said: Ye are children of the Lord your God.

Beloved are Israel in that a precious vessel was given to them.
[1t was a mark of] superabundant love [that] it was made
known to them that a precious vessel, wherewith the world had
been created, was given to them, as it is said: for I give you
good doctrine, forsake not My Torah..

10. Sifre Bamidbar, 119

Beloved are [the people] Israel for when God gives them a
nickname, God names them priests as it says "And you shall be
called the priests of the Lord" (Isa 61:6).

Beloved are [the priests] Israel for when God gives them a
nickname, God names them none other than ministering angels,
as it says "For the lips of the priest keep knowledge and they
seek teaching at his mouth for he is the angel of the Lord" (Mal
2:7). At the time that Torah comes from his mouth he is like an
angel; when [it does] not, he is like a beast and an animal that
knows not its creator.

Beloved is Torah, for when David the King of Israel asked, he
asked only Torah. Thus it says "You are good and do good,
teach me your laws" (Ps 119:68). Your good has been ample to
all who come into the world, let Your good be ample to me and
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teach me Your laws.

You may say that the*re are three crowns: the crown of
priesthood and the crown of royalty and the crown of Torah.
The crown of priesthood, Aaron won it and took it. The crown
of royalty, David won it and took it. The crown of Torah rests
in place in order not to give those who come into the world an
opportunity to argue "had the crowns of priesthood and royalty
been in place I could have won them and taken them." The
crown of Torah is a reproof for all those who come into the
world [and would so argue], for whoever wins it I reckon it as
if all three crowns had [remained] in their place and he had
won them all.

(Translation from Marc Hirshman, “Rabbinic Universalism in
the Second and Third Centuries,” Harvard Theological Review,
93,2 (2000) 101-115)

11. Babylonian Talmud, Baba Mezia, 71a

R. Joseph taught: “If thou lend money to any of my people that
is poor by thee:” [this teaches, if the choice lies between] my
people and a foreigner, ‘my people’ has preference; the poor or
the rich — the ‘poor’ takes precedence; thy poor [sc. thy
relatives] and the [general] poor of thy town — thy poor come
first; the poor of thy city and the poor of another town — the
poor of thine own town have prior rights.

The Master said: ‘[If the choice lies between] my people and a
foreigner — "my people" has preference.” But is it not
obvious? — R. Nahman answered: Huna told me it means that
even if [money is lent] to the foreginer on interest, and to the
Israelite without [the latter should take precedence].

12. Meiri, Baba Mezia, 71a

A Jew and a non-Jew who come to borrow money from a Jew, and
it is impossible to lend to both of them, it is a mitzvah to lend first

to the Jew, without charging interest, and not to the non-Jew,
although one could charge him interest. Nevertheless, there is a
mitzvah- and ethical-quality to lend to the non-Jew, albeit with
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interest — since he came before you to borrow, you should not turn
him away empty-handed. However, you are not obligated to lend
him without interest.

There are those who explain that this is what our rabbis intended
when they said: “’To the non-Jew though may lend with interest’ —
this is a positive mitzvah”... that there is a mitzvah element in
lending to a non-Jew, albeit that one is entitled to do so with
charging intrest, and that we should not abandon him completely.
This is also intended in their statement: ““If you lend money to My
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people’ — My people and a non-Jew, My people take precedence”...
from this we see that even a non-Jew is included [in the mitzvah] of
the verse, but that to lend to the Jew without interest takes
precedence over lending to him even with interest, and that the non-
Jew is not entitle to take precedence. Nevertheless, even he is
included in the mitzvah and ethical obligation.

11. Tosefta, Gittin, 3:13-14

[3] A city that has in it Jews and non-Jews, the charity-collectors
collect from Jews and non-Jews [alike], for the sake of ways-of-
peace. They provide food to the poor of the non-Jews with the poor
of the Jews for the sake of ways-of-peace.

[14] They [i.e., Jews] eulogize and bury the dead of non-Jews
because of ways-of-peace, and they console the mourners of non-
Jews because of ways-of-peace.

12. Rambam, Laws of Kings, 10:12

And it would appear to me that we act towards a resident-alien with
courtesy and acts of lovingkindness as we do with a Jew, for behold
we are command to sustain their lives, as it says, “To the resident-
alien who is in your gates you should give it and he should eat.”
And when our Sages said that we do not repeat words of peace to
them — they were referring to [regular] non-Jews, not to the
resident-alien.

Even regarding the non-Jew, our Sages have commanded us to visit
their sick and to bury their dead alongside the Jewish dead, and to
feed their poor amongst the Jewish poor, because of ways-of-peace.
Behold the verse says, “God is good to all and His compassion is on
all of his creatures.” And it says, “Her [the Torah’s] ways are ways
of pleasantness and all of its paths are peace.”
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See also Walter Wurzburger, “Darkhei Shalom,”” Gesher 6 (1977/1978) 80-86
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Social Action: Mandate or Mixed Message, Rabbi Dov Linzer, YCT Rabbinical School

Questions:

e How are we to understand the fact that these values are not embodied fully (or even
moderately) in halakha? Is it because they are so fundamental? Is it because these values
are not fully shared, or because they are not fully halakhic? Or because the practical
component — social action (versus direct service) in the larger society (versus the Jewish
community) - was not relevant in an earlier age?

e How do we deal with the educational challenge this represents? How do we educate the
community to accept and internalize the religious imperative of the values and ethos of
the Torah, and not just narrowly defined halakha? (Consider that Hazal had to create
concerte Rabbinic n11gn out of 7113 ¥1% NAARY — N 0°177 ,79 D107 2900 P,

e Are we only obligated when “confronted” with cases of need and injustice? What does it
mean to be confronted? How do we appropriate allocate our time and prioritize our
efforts between Jewish and universal causes?

e How do we deal with the educational challenge of teaching morality and ethics as a
religious mandate, although it lacks a distinctive Jewishness?

e How do we deal with the religious and educational challenge of making our social action
uniquely Jewish? What does this mean beyond using sources to defend it? What types of
guidelines, values, and priorities can we learn from Jewish sources? What if our social
action runs against other Jeiwsh values and mandates?
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