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 A ninety five year old man won ten million dollars in the lottery.  Since he was not in 
such great health, his family feared that the exciting news might prove fatal to him so they 
called upon the rabbi to break the news to him gently.  The rabbi began by asking the aged 
man what he would do if he won ten million dollars.  Said the man in reply,  “I’d give you 
and the Temple half of it.”  Upon hearing that, the rabbi fell over dead from a heart attack. 
 
 Tzedakah is, most of the time, a life giving activity.  While it may not always be 
related to literal life and death, it always has the potential to enhance our lives.  Our High 
Holyday Machzor, Mishkan HaNefesh, asks that most haunting question: Who shall live 
and who shall die?  In truth, we can look around this sanctuary and ask:  Who among us 
will live to see another Yom Kippur?  Who among us will live and who will die?  And how?  
The answer to that question is unknown and unknowable.  But the question plagues us.  So 
we are given consolation.  The Machzor reminds us:  whenever we might die and however 
we might die, there is one literal truth:  Teshuvah, tefilla, and tzedakah temper the outcome.  
These three things:  repentance, prayer, and charity, temper judgment’s severe decree.  
 
 Repentance can add years to our lives.  Prayer can add years to our lives.  And 
tzedakah can add years to our lives.  That is why our High Holy Days are replete with focus 
on repentance and we sure do a lot of praying.  But tzedakah?  Why should we take these 
holiest days of our year to focus on charity?  
 
 An answer by way of a story.  Those of you who have been to Israel know the 
geography.  In the far North are three magnificent National Parks:  Tel Dan, Banyas and 
the Hatzbani Nature Reserve.  Each has natural streams of fresh water that come together 
and form the Jordan River.  The Jordan then empties into the Kinneret, the Sea of Galilee.  
From the bottom of the Kinneret, the Jordan continues along the border between Israel and 
Jordan and flows ultimately, into the Dead Sea.  That is where it ends.  When you visit the 
Kinneret and the Dead Sea, you notice an amazing difference between these two large 
bodies of water.  The Sea of Galilee is filled with fresh water and fish and vegetation, while 
the Dead Sea is completely empty of any life whatsoever. Why, when both are fed by the 
Jordan, is one so alive and the other so dead?   The Rabbis teach us:  the Sea of Galilee is 
vibrant and alive because, while it eagerly receives water from the tributaries to the north, it 
just as eagerly gives away its water and sends it to the south. The Dead Sea is called dead 
because though the Jordan River flows into it, it gives away nothing.  It hoards everything it 
has.  Thus it is dead.  
 
 People are like that too.  All of us have gifts that are given to us; life itself is given to 
us.  But our living depends not on what we have been given but on what we give.  That is 
why tzedakah plays such an essential role in tempering the Divine decree.  
 
 What is Tzedakah?  We often think of it as a synonym for the English word charity.  
But that is not quite correct.  The English word derives from the Latin caritas, which means 
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benevolence, or good will, or help that is extended to the poor and the needy.  The giving of 
charity suggests the image of one who is in a fortunate position in life conferring largess 
upon another who is less fortunate.  Charity is given by one who is on a higher rung of the 
economic ladder to one who stands on a lower rung.  It connotes the exercise of virtue by 
the individual extending help to another. In no case, is the equality of donor and recipient 
stated or even implied.  
  
 Philanthropy, another great word, comes from the Greek word, philanthropia, which 
means love for humanity.  Philanthropy suggests the spirit of good will toward others by 
extending relief to the needy on a societal basis.  It is definitely virtuous.  Like charity, it is 
offered voluntarily by those who are moved by the plight of others.  
 
 The Hebrew word we choose for the act of giving is, as you well know, tzedakah, 
which comes from the Hebrew root tzedek, which literally translates as ‘that which is right, 
that which is correct.  If you get the answer right on a test or in a Hebrew School class, the 
teacher will say:  “Atta tzodek,” You are right.  That is the correct answer.  So tzedakah is 
not exactly charity nor is it philanthropy.  Tzedakah means right or just.  It is a term of 
categorical imperative.   
 
 The Holiness Code in the Book of Leviticus, which we will read this afternoon, 
prescribes:  “You shalt not favor the poor nor show deference to the rich; but in 
righteousness you shall judge your neighbor.” (LV 19:15)  There is no distinction between 
the giver and the recipient because they are fundamentally equal.  One never knows what 
the accidents of fortune will bring.  One day a person is healthy, successful, and financially 
sound.  Another day, in the blink of an eye, comes sickness, poverty, and oblivion.   
 
 Tzedakah is not something that we do because it is nice, though it is nice.  It is not 
something we do because it feels good, though it does feel good. Tzedakah is done 
because it is the right thing to do, it is done because it is just, it is done because we must, it 
is done because it is life-sustaining, not only for those on the receiving end, but for those on 
the giving end as well.  
 
  The Midrash cautions us against our fears that giving will diminish our resources.  
Just as a torch is not diminished though it kindles a million candles, so we do not lose when 
we give to a good cause. The truth of that claim becomes more and more evident each 
time we engage in acts of tzedakah.  
 
 Tzedakah is one of God’s secrets.  There are some mitzvot that, in the doing comes 
the knowing.  We realize its worth when we do it.  We cannot describe it to others. 
Tzedakah is one such mitzvah.  It is ineffable.  We become at one with God. Through 
giving tzedakah we see God's face.  When doing tzedakah we sense awe and wonder in 
the world.  It is truly magic the way it works.  Money becomes other things: food for 
Passover, trees for the forest, scholarships for schools, an opportunity for holiness for an 
entire community.  
 
 There are actually three beneficiaries in the doing of tzedakah.  We automatically 
think of the recipient; that is one.  And we are smart enough now to realize that the do-er of 
the mitzvah benefits as well.  There is meaning that comes to our existence, and a sense of 
purpose and satisfaction in bringing justice and kindness into our world.  The act of 
tzedakah is itself a tikkun, a repair, a healing for the world. 
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 Giving tzedakah is not only for the well-to-do.  Our sacred texts tell us explicitly that 
even a poor person who is receiving tzedakah must give tzedakah.  It is a privilege that no 
one is denied.  By taking away the obligation to give, you deprive a person and deny them 
the sense of kavod, of honor, and of self-respect.  
 
 So we have the giver and the receiver.  Who then, is the third beneficiary of 
tzedakah?  Once again, the Talmud is our source of inspiration.  The Talmud identifies the 
giver, the receiver, and the person who causes others to give.  When people from a 
fundraising committee ask us for our pledges and commitments, it is not an easy thing to 
do, but they are providing opportunities for each of us to engage in the mitzvah of 
tzedakah.  When people thank you for doing a mitzvah, the proper response is to thank 
them for having given you the opportunity. 
 

Sensitivity and preservation of dignity are paramount when giving tzedakah.  You 
know the great Maimonides articulated 8 steps of tzedakah, the highest being to give 
anonymously.  We think that is to teach the virtue of modesty on the part of the donor, but 
in fact, it is more out of concern for the pride and dignity of the recipient.  Thus the 
Talmudic story is told of Rabbi Yannai who saw a man give money to a beggar publicly.  
The rabbi said to him, “It would have been better had you given him nothing than giving as 
you did, for you caused him embarrassment.”  

 
 We also know that in those days, there was a secret chamber in the Temple in 
Jerusalem called the tamchui, where caring people would leave money.  But the poor, 
those in need, could come into the same chamber and take money.  No one ever knew 
who gave or who took.  
 
 Once, during a severe depression, Rabbi Isaac and one of his students went out 
collecting for a man who had lost all his wealth at one stroke.  This man was well known 
and honored in the city, so the rabbi decided to keep his name confidential. 
 
      The rabbi and his student came to the home of a rich man from whom they expected 
a large sum.  The rich man greeted them kindly and made them comfortable.  Then he 
asked the purpose of the rabbi's visit. 
      “We are here for a contribution,” answered Rabbi Isaac. 
      “For community needs?” asked the man. 
      “For a certain person who is badly in need,” replied the rabbi. 
      “Who is he?” 
      Rabbi Isaac shook his head.  “We cannot reveal his name.  He is a man who has 
suddenly found himself penniless and hungry.  He'd be ashamed to have people know he 
was accepting charity.” 
 
      The rich man looked from the rabbi to the student.  His jaw hardened.  “I want to 
know who it is,” he insisted.  “In fact, I was going to give you twenty-five rubles when you 
first mentioned a contribution, but I'll make it fifty rubles if you tell me his name.”  “Son,” the 
rabbi said firmly, shaking his head again.  “We won't give away his name.” 
 
      “A hundred rubles!” cried the rich man stubbornly. “Surely you're not going to refuse 
an amount like that!”  The student started to say something, but Rabbi Isaac cut in sharply: 
“The name is not to be shared!  Give what you wish, but do not argue with me!” 



  

4 

 
      The rich man took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and said, “Four hundred rubles!”  
The student could not contain himself any longer. “Rabbi! Rabbi! Tell him, okay.  Four 
hundred rubles, Rabbi! We won't have to make another visit! Make him promise to keep it 
secret!  But tell him, tell him!” 
 
      Rabbi Isaac stood up and reached for his coat.  “I should not have listened to you 
even this far.”  He said to the rich man, “The honor of a man is greater than all the gold and 
silver in the world.”  He turned to his student.  “Let us leave.  We have many other visits to 
make.” 
 
 But at these words the rich man seized the rabbi's arm and begged permission for a 
private word with him in the next room.  When they were alone, the man suddenly broke 
down into tears. 
 
      “The truth is, Rabbi,” he sobbed, “I'm bankrupt myself.  I'm at the end of my rope.  I 
can't give my own family food and shelter much longer.  I wanted to come to you for help, 
but I couldn't stand the idea of even one person in Kovno hearing about my failure.” 
 
      “Forgive me, my son,” said Rabbi Isaac gravely,  “for not understanding your trouble. 
So you tested me to see if I would reveal the names of those in need.  Well, now you know.  
I will collect for you too, my son, and your name will never be mentioned.” 
 
      The rabbi went back into the other room where his student was pacing up and down 
the floor.  “Well, Rabbi,” the student asked excitedly, “how much? How much did he give 
you?”  Rabbi Isaac smiled, “I gave him my word that I wouldn’t say,” he said. 
 
 Giving tzedakah is habit-forming.  Give once, give twice, and you find that it helps to 
activate the best urges that we have, the urges to help and to give.  You find that it doesn’t 
hurt.  You find that, like the torch, you can give without losing and that in truth you stand to 
gain.  The world has broken parts: sickness, injustice, poverty, and pain.  When we 
participate in tzedakah, we're doing nothing less than acting as God's partners in tikun 
olam, repairing the world.       
 
 Tzedakah is in truth such a feel-good activity that the rabbis actually worried about 
people giving too much.  There is the story of Rabbi Elazar, who so loved to give tzedakah 
that the tzedakah collectors feared he was giving too much.  One day they saw him coming 
toward them and they ran away.  Elazar ran towards them, and they ran away again.  
Though giving tzedakah is pleasurable, no one should give beyond their capacity.  The 
sages teach that you should stop giving tzedakah at the point when your gift causes you to 
need tzedakah.  
 
 These stories have been handed down for hundreds of years that we might pause 
and consider the essence and reality of what giving can mean.  “On Rosh Hashana it is 
written and on Yom Kippur it is sealed -- who shall live and who shall die….But repentance, 
prayer and tzedakah lessen the severity of the decree.”  (High Holiday Machzor)  
 
 Were you born here on the Shoreline?  Do you live here now?  How long have you 
lived here?  If you are a visitor today, how often do you visit?  If you live here, are you a full-
timer or a part-timer?  The Talmud, in tractate Bava Batra, informs us that if a person 
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resides in a town for 30 days, they become responsible for contributing to the soup kitchen; 
after three months, to the tzedakah box; at six months, to the clothing fund; at nine months, 
to the burial fund; and at twelve months, for contributing to the repair of the town walls.  
 
 What is our corresponding responsibility and commitment to our community?  On 
this holy day of Yom Kippur, let us consider our lives, count our blessings and be thankful 
for the opportunities to share what we have with others.  T’filah u’teshuvah u’tzedakah 
ma’avirin et ro’ah hagzerah.  Prayer, repentence and tzedakah can change your life, 
temper the decree, and allow you and others to flourish.  Thus may we choose life in this 
New Year of 5780, not only for ourselves, but for all those yet to come.  
 

Ken Yihi Ratzon 
Amen 


