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If You were a Rich Man…

“When you lend money to My nation, the destitute among you, do not be to him as a demanding creditor” (Exodus 22:24).


This verse forms one of the guidelines of our obligation to assist the poor and needy. As Maimonides wrote, “There is a positive commandment to lend the poor of Israel, as it written, ‘When you lend money to My nation…’ This mitzvah is even greater than charity” (1). This is true, said the Sages, even though the language of the verse only implies a voluntary commitment to helping out.

Literally, the above-quoted verse translates, “If you lend money…” The verse in Deut. 15:6, however, clarifies, “You shall surely lend him what he lacks.” From there we see that in fact we are obligated to assist the needy with loans. Concerning our verse, Rabbi Yishmael, a 2nd Century Talmudic scholar, is quoted as saying, “All instances in the Torah where the word ‘if’ is used are to be understood as voluntary, except for three occasions, and this is one of them” (2).

 Nevertheless, why did G-d use this uncommon form of indicating obligation? What is the significance of using the non-coercive word “if” in connection with the mitzvah of supporting the impoverished among us?

 There are really two other questions that need to be addressed as well. In Judaism, we believe that G-d controls the world, down to the minutest detail. Among the many things He does for us is to provide for our sustenance. Bearing in mind that G-d certainly has enough in His heavenly treasure chest to provide ample support for everyone, why are there poor people in this world? Conversely, why do some people have more assets than they could possibly need?

The Talmud (3) relates the following incident: The wicked Roman leader Tornosrufes posed the following question to (the great Talmudic sage) Rabbi Akiva. “If your G-d loves the poor, why does He not provide for them?”

Said Rabbi Akiva, “In order to save us from Purgatory.”
Leaving aside the complex discussion of how it is decided who is made rich or poor, the reason why there are needy people altogether in this world is in order to provide the means for the wealthy to redeem themselves from retribution in the Afterlife. Through their utilization of the excess assets afforded them in support of those in need, they are spared the suffering of Purgatory (4).

At the same time, though, the wealthy are given those extra assets to provide for the necessities of the poor. 

Although this would seem like circular reasoning, it is not. Rather, G-d is simultaneously testing both groups. “Fortunate is the one who overcomes his trials in life,” said the Sages, “for there is no being whom G-d does not test. The wealthy are tested to determine if their hands will be open to the deprived, and the impoverished are tested if they will receive their lot with acceptance and understanding” (5).

Homiletically, we can now understand our verse’s uncommon usage of “if” when suggesting obligation (6). The verse commences, “If (you have) money (in excess of your needs),” realize that it is for a higher purpose. It was given in order that you “lend it to My nation, the destitute among you.”
But the verse continues: “Do not be to him as a demanding creditor.” Alternatively, this can be read, “Do not be to him as a superior” (7).

Unfortunately, the all too familiar attitude toward the poor, or those collecting on their behalf, is one of contempt. In truth, however, it is the more fortunate that should be thanking those who come collecting by the door. 

As the Sages say, “More than the wealthy do for the poor, the poor do for the wealthy” (8). It may very well be that the whole reason why a person is blessed with prosperity is to provide for those less fortunate than he, thereby securing for himself a better lot in the world-to-come, as well. 

Therefore, says the Torah, “Do not be to him as a superior.” Through their self-sacrifice, admittedly involuntary though it is, the destitute provide an invaluable service to the rest of society. It is within no one’s rights to make such a person feel inferior; to the contrary, they should be venerated.             

-------------------------------

(1) Laws of Lender and Borrower 1:1. (2) Mechilta. See Rashi here and to Ex. 20:22. (3) Bava Basra 10a. (4) Although the poor are forced to endure hardship, they will certainly be compensated in the next world for their sacrifice. In fact, it is well worth their while to be the conduits of opportunity for the wealthy to earn a better share in the world-to-come, because, as the Sages says, their share will be twice that of the well-to-do (see Rus Rabbah 5:9). (5) Shemos Rabbah 31:2. (6) Commentary of Ohr HaChaim, 18th Century scholar. (7) Ibid. (8) Rus Rabbah 5:9.
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