The Poor shall not Cease... A Jewish Response to Poverty in the UK

A Contradiction in Torah
Deut. 15

v. 4
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There shall be no needy among you—since the Eternal One your God will bless you in the land that
the Eternal One your God is giving you as a hereditary portion.
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If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of your kin in any of your settlements in the
land that the Eternal One your God is giving you, do not harden your heart and shut your hand
against your needy kin. Rather, you must open your hand and lend whatever is sufficient to meet the
need. Beware lest you harbour the base thought, “The seventh year, the year of remission, is
approaching,” so that you are mean and give nothing to your needy kin—who will cry out to the
Eternal One against you, and you will incur guilt. Give readily and have no regrets when you do so,
for in return the Eternal One your God will bless you in all your efforts and in all your
undertakings. For there will never cease to be poor in your land, which is why I command you:

open your hand to the poor and needy kin in your land.

A Contemporary Response to the Contradiction

The Bible expresses the hope that ‘there shall be no needy among you’ (Deut. 15:4). That is the
ideal, and should therefore be an aim of social policy. But the Bible recognises that the idea is not
likely to be completely attained, for the chapter goes on the say that ‘the poor shall never cease out
of the land’ (Deut. 5:11). Therefore, while it should be possible to eliminate extreme poverty, the
problem is one which requires the constant attention of governments, philanthropic agencies, and
citizens with a social conscious.

Rabbi John Rayner, Principles of Jewish Ethics, Liberal Judaism, 2005

Responsibilities of Donor and Recipient
Babylonian Talmud Bava Batra 9a
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Rav Huna says: Charity collectors examine one who asks for food, but they do not examine one
who asks for clothing. If you wish, say that this distinction is derived from a scriptural verse; if you
wish, say it is derived from logical reasoning.



If you wish, say that this distinction is derived via logical reasoning: This one [who needs clothing] is
exposed to contempt, whereas that one who is hungry is not exposed to contempt. If you wish, say instead
that this distinction is derived from a verse, as it is written: “Is it not to share [paros] your bread with the
hungry?” (Isaiah 58:7). The word paros is written with a shin, alluding to the word parosh,

meaning examine and investigate, and only then should you give him. And there in the same verse it is
written with regard to clothing: “When you see the naked, that you cover him,” indicating that “when you
see” him you should immediately cover him.

And Rav Yehuda says: Charity collectors examine one who asks for clothing, but they do not
examine one who asks for food. If you wish, say that this distinction is derived via logical
reasoning; if you wish, say instead that it is derived from a verse.

If you wish, say that this distinction is derived via logical reasoning: This one who is hungry suffers, whereas
that one who is in need of clothing does not suffer in the same way. And if you wish, say instead that this
distinction is derived from a verse. Here, it is written: “Is it not to share [paros] your bread with the hungry?”
meaning, share it immediately. And there, it is written: “When you see the naked, that you cover

him,” meaning, when it will be clearly apparent to you, then you shall cover him. The Gemara comments: It
is taught in a baraita in accordance with the opinion of Rav Yehuda: If a poor person said: Cover me with
clothing, the charity collectors examine him; but if he said: Sustain me with food, they do not examine him.
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We learned [from a Mishnah] (Pe’a 8:7): One does not give a poor person who is travelling from
place to place less than a loaf worth a pundeyon, when the standard price of grain is four se’a for

a sela. If the poor person sleeps in that place, one gives him provisions for lodging. What is meant
by provisions for lodging? Rav Pappa said: A bed and a pillow. And if he spends Shabbat in that
place, one gives him food for three meals. A Sage taught in a baraita: If a poor person was going
door to door asking for charity, one is not required to attend to him and give him money from the
charity fund.
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A certain poor person who was going door to door requesting charity came before Rav Pappa, but
Rav Pappa did not attend to him. Rav Sama, son of Rav Yeiva, said to Rav Pappa: If the Master
does not attend to him, nobody else will attend to him either; should he be left to die of hunger? Rav
Pappa said to him: But isn’t it taught in a baraita: If a poor person was going door to door asking for
charity, one is not required to attend to him? Rav Sama said to him: That baraita means to say that
one is not required to attend to him and give him a large gift, but one does attend to him and give
him a small gift.

Maimonides (1135-1204) Mishneh Torah, Gifts to the Poor

Chapter 7
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It is a positive commandment to give charity to the poor, according to what is appropriate for the

poor person if the donor has sufficient means, as [Deuteronomy 15:8] states: "You shall certainly

open your hand to him." [Leviticus 25:35] states: "You shall support the stranger and the resident

and they shall live with you," and [ibid.:36] states: "And your brother shall live with you."
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Anyone who sees a poor person asking and turns his eyes away from him and does not give him
charity transgresses a negative commandment, as [Deuteronomy 15:7] states: "Do not harden your
heart or close your hand against your brother, the poor person."
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We are commanded to give a poor person according to what he lacks. If he lacks clothes, we should
clothe him. If he lacks household utensils, we should purchase them for him. If he is unmarried, we
should help him marry. And we should help a woman to marry. Even if the person’s custom was to
ride on a horse and to have a servant run before him and then he became impoverished and lost his
wealth, we should buy a horse for him to ride and a servant to run before him. [This is implied by
Deuteronomy 15:8 which] speaks [of providing him with] "enough to [fill the] lack that he feels."
You are commanded to fill his lack, but you are not obligated to enrich him.
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We provide sustenance and clothing for the poor of the non-Jews together with the poor of the
Jewish people for the sake of peace. When a poor person begs from door to door, we do not give
him a large gift. Instead, we give him a small gift. It is forbidden to turn away a poor person who
asks [for charity] empty-handed. Even giving him one fig [is sufficient], as [Psalms 74:21] states:
"Let not the dejected turn away in shame."
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When a poor person whose identity is unknown says: "I am hungry, provide me with food," we do
not investigate whether his claim is fraudulent. Instead, we provide him with sustenance
immediately. If he was unclothed and he said: "Cloth me," we investigate whether his claim is
fraudulent. If he is known, we clothe him according to his honour immediately and we do not
investigate the matter.

Chapter 9
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When a poor person is in need but owns a courtyard and household utensils - even silver and golden
utensils - we do not obligate him to sell his house and his personal possessions. Instead, he is
permitted to accept [charity] and it is a mitzvah to give him.
What does this apply to? To eating utensils, drinking utensils, clothing, bedding, and the like. If,
however, he owns a golden comb or pestle or the like, he should sell them and buy less valuable
ones. When does the above apply? Before he has become so poor he has to claim aid from the
community. Once he collects charity [from the community], we obligate him to sell his utensils and
purchase lesser ones and then accept charity.



Chapter 10
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A person should always constrain himself and bear hardship rather than appeal to people and claim
from the community. Our Sages commanded, saying: "Make your Sabbaths as weekdays, and do
not appeal to people." Even a distinguished sage who becomes poor should involve himself in a
profession - even a degrading one - rather than appeal to people. It is preferable for a person to skin
the hide of animal carcasses, rather than tell people: "I am a great sage..." or "I am a priest, grant me
sustenance." Our Sages commanded conducting oneself in such a manner. There were great sages
who were woodchoppers, porters of beams, water-carriers for gardens, and iron-smelters and
makers of charcoal, but they did not ask anything from the community, nor did they accept gifts that
were given to them.

Priorities in Society

When we turn to politics, I claim that revolutionary methods are as necessary as they are in
international affairs. Here, one of our main objectives would seem to be the deliverance of human
personality from the crushing conditions of poverty, ignorance and disease. Insofar as modern
legislation has tended to be religious in character, advance has been made. It may be that on the
material side we lose profit when we maintain the weakest section of the population... We are
concerned, moreover, that he should have the means and opportunity to acquire a decent home, and
to enjoy some degree of leisure and recreation. Indeed, bad housing, too vast a subject to be dealt
with here, affecting as it does the whole physical and spiritual well-being of our people, is an
intolerable evil. Bad housing may be approved by the worshippers of Mammon, for it may be an
advantage to men regarded merely as ratepayers; I must be swept away by those who love God and
respect human personality.

Lily Montagu, May 1943. In Memory of Lily H. Montagu. Some extracts from her Letters and
Addresses, ed. Eric Conrad, 1967

(translations based on Sefaria)



Poverty in the UK — Questions and Answers
(figures from August 2024)

How many people in the UK are poor?

According to a Government report, 11.4, million people were living in relative poverty in 2022/3,
rising to 14.3 million after housing costs.

This includes 3.2 million children, 4.3 million after housing costs.

In October 2023 3.4 million households (58%) reported not having enough money for food.

61% of destitute households can’t afford food; 59% heating, 51% toiletries

2.2 million pensioners live in poverty.

What does ‘poverty’ mean?

‘Relative poverty  refers to a household with income below 60% of median income.

At this level of income, rising costs mean households struggle to afford the basics.

Destitution is defined as : when individuals or families don’t have two or more of six essentials
(Food, heating, clothes, toiletries, light, shelter)

‘Persistent poverty’ means living in poverty for three out of four years.

Who does poverty affect?
Poverty affects everyone!

7 out of 10 children living in poverty have at least one parent in paid work.

Working families comprise majority the (66%) of children in relative low income, although poverty
is more likely if households are workless (because more families are working).

However, some groups are disproportionately affected:

Poverty rates are highest in West Midlands, North East and London

47% of children from black and minority ethnic groups are in poverty, compared to 24% of white
children.

31% of disabled people were in poverty (2021/2)

Why don’t Benefits help?

Universal Credit is £91 a week for a single adult — insufficient to cover essentials.

For a family not in work, benefits covered less than half of what a family with two children required
in 2023 (Child Poverty Action Group)

The two-child benefit cap contributes to children in large families being more likely to be in
poverty: 14.8% of single child families are in poverty compared to 36.7% in families with three or
more children.

How are children affected?
Children are most likely to experience persistent poverty.
As well as suffering deprivation, including hunger, children in poverty suffer social exclusion:

38% of parents can’t afford one week’s holiday away with children not with relatives.

8% of children are in homes which can’t afford to have friends round for tea or snack once a
fortnight.

8% of children can’t afford a hobby or leisure activity.

6% of children can’t afford to go on a school trip once a term

Sources and further reading:
Poverty in the UK: House of Commons Library.
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN07096/SN07096.pdf

UK Poverty 2024. Joseph Rowntree Foundation: https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-2024-the-essential-guide-to-
understanding-poverty-in-the-uk

Child Poverty Action Group: https://cpag.org.uk
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