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What Is Our Global Jewish Responsibility?
Rabbi Peter Rubinstein

The first: What is our universalistic responsibility as Jews on a global level to
communities who are not of our faith or background, such as Haitians after an
earthquake, or Kosovo refugees, or in India or Japan after a tsunami? Why
should Jews who globally number only 0.2 percent, or one out of every five
hundred people in the world, use their resources, as limited as they are, and why
should we believe we are responsible to ameliorate the extraordinary, terrifying,
horrific results of human misery?

The second framing of the question is about our more particularistic
responsibility as Jews to other Jews around the world. Why should we care about
and care for Jews in small communities in faraway places, and what is our
responsibility to them?
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praiseworthy they are! And all that I
have created, it was for you that I

created it. Pay attention that you do not
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corrupt and destroy My world: if you
corrupt it, there is no one to repair it
after you.
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The Gemara asks: And with regard to
all of the other transgressions in the
Torah, is punishment not exacted from
the entire world? But isn’t it written:
“And they shall stumble one upon
another” (Leviticus 26:37)? This verse
is homiletically interpreted to mean that
they shall stumble spiritually, one due
to the iniquity of another, which
teaches that the entire Jewish people
are considered guarantors for one
another. Apparently, any transgression
makes the entire world liable to be
punished.
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Mishneh Torah, Gifts to the Poor 7:13-14

(13) A poor person who is a relative
takes precedence over anyone else. The
poor of one's household take precedence
over the poor of one's city. The poor of
one's city take precedence over the poor
of another city, as it is said, (Deut.
15:11) Open your hand to the poor and
needy kinsman in your land. A new
principle becomes present here. As
opposed to giving agricultural produce,
which was on a strict "first-come, first-
serve" basis, family and community
relationships now dictate the giving of
tzedakah.

(14) If one engages in trade [and travels
between cities] and the authorities of a
city exact tzedakah from him when he
traveled through [for the needs of the
city], then this [money] should be given
to the poor of that city.
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It is based on the incident where Rabbi
Pinehas ben Ya’ir was going to engage
in the redemption of captives, and he
encountered the Ginai River. He said
to the river: Ginai, part your water for
me and I will pass through you. The
river said to him: You are going to
perform the will of your Maker and I
am going to perform the will of my
Maker, to flow in my path. With regard
to you, it is uncertain whether you will
perform His will successfully, and it is
uncertain whether you will not
perform His will successfully. I will
certainly perform His will
successfully. Rabbi Pinehas ben Ya’ir
said to the river: If you do not part, I
will decree upon you that water will
never flow through you. The river
parted for him. There was a certain
man who was carrying wheat for the
preparation of matza for Passover.
Rabbi Pinehas ben Ya’ir said to the
river: Part your waters for that person
too, as he is engaged in the
performance of a mitzva. The river
parted for him. There was a certain
Arab [taya’a] who was accompanying
them. Rabbi Pinchas ben Ya’ir said to
the river: Part your waters for that
person too, so that he will not say: Is
that what one does to a person who
accompanies him? The river parted for
him.
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