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Chapter XXIV: Vayikra (Lev. 1:1–5:26) 
 
Essay 7. Considerations of distributing charity 
 

יָּאִרִי  אָמַר ר' אַבָּא בַּר כָּהֲנָא כָּל הַמְשַׁגֵּר מַתְּנוֹתָיו לְכֹהֵן אֶחָד, מֵבִיא רָעָב לָעוֹלָם, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "וְגַם עִירָא הַ   ו' דְּעֵירוּבִין  קרֶ פֶּ 

שֶׁהָיָה מִפְּנֵי שָׁאוּל אֲשֶׁר   אָמְרִינַן  וְהִקְשׁוּ בַּתּוֹסָפוֹת וְהָא בִּיבָמוֹת  .הָיָה כֹהֵן לְדָוִד" וְכוּ'. וְסָמִי לֵיהּ "וַיְהִי רָעָב בִּימֵי דָוִד" וְכוּ'
 עכ"ל. גְּרָמָארְצוּ דְּהָא וְהָא ינִים, וְתִ וֹהַגִּבְע הֵמִית אֶת

  
Chapter 6 of tractate Eruvin:  

Rabbi Abba bar Kahana said: Whoever becomes accustomed to 
supporting one [particular] priest brings hunger to the world, as it is said, “And 
also Ira the Jairite was a priest to David,”1 and adjacent to this is the verse, 
“There was a famine during the reign of David, year after year for three years. 
David inquired of the L-rd, and the L-rd replied, ‘It is because of the bloodguilt of 
Saul and [his] house, for he put some Gibeonites to death.’ ”2 

- Eruvin 63a 3 
In Tosafot, [the rabbis] ask: Don’t they say in [tractate] Yevamot 78b that [the famine] was 
because of Saul, who put the Gibeonites to death, as the verse itself says. So how is David 
implicated? They solve [the question] that both this action of David and that action of Saul 
caused [the famine]. 

  
וְהָא כָּל חֲדָא מִינַּיְיהוּ נִקְרָא  ב,  הָרָעָ   לָבאֹצָרִי עִיּוּן אֵי יִצְטָרְפוּ שְׁתֵּי דְּבָרִים אֵלּוּ וְאַמַּאי בַּחֲדָא מִינַּיְיהוּ לְחוּד לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל  

שֶׁהֲרֵי דָּוִד שֶׁהָיָה נוֹתֵן כֹּל מַעַשְׂרוֹתָיו לְכֹהֵן אֶחָד הָיָה    "מִשֹּׁד עֲנִיִּים מֵאַנְקַת אֶבְיוֹנִים עַתָּה אָקוּם" וְכוּ',  גּוֹזֵל אֶת הָעֲנִיִּים וּכְתִיב
 . בְּעָלְמָא חַיָּיב גְרָמָאדִּ  קָמָא מַרְעִיב אֶת הָאֲחֵרִים, וְשָׁאוּל נָמֵי אָמְרִינַן בְּסוֹף

 
It is necessary to investigate how these two things will join together, and why one of 

them alone wouldn’t have been enough for the famine to come. Isn’t it so that each one of 
them is called a robber of the poor, and it is written, “ ‘Because of the groans of the plundered 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://zstorah.com  
1 II Sam. 20:26. 
2 II Sam. 21:1. 
3 Our edition of the Talmud cites Rabbi Abba bar Zavda, but Munich Codex Hebraica 95, Ms Oxford 366, Vatican 

109, Cambridge Or. 1080 13.5, and Jewish Theological Seminary ENA 2070/5–6 cite Rabbi Abba bar Kahana. 
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poor and needy, I will now act,’ says the L-rd.”4 For David, who gave all his tithes to one priest 
was starving the others, and regarding Saul, it is also said at the end of tractate Bava Kamma 
that one who causes indirect damage is liable. As will be discussed below, Bava Kamma 119a 
explains that Saul did not [directly] kill the Gibeonites. Rather, he killed the residents of Nob, the 
city of the priests, who provided the Gibeonites with water and food (I Sam. 22). Because of this, 
II Sam. 21:1 blames him as though he had killed the Gibeonites. 

 
יַחַד אֵין תְּשׁוּבָה,    שְׁנֵיהֶם  שֶׁעַל כֹּל אֶחָד מֵהֶם הָיָה מָקוֹם לְהִמָּלֵט וּלְהָשִׁיב אָמְנָם בְּהִצְטָרֵף  וְנִרְאֶה לוֹמַר דָּהא בְּלאֹ הָא לאֹ סַגְיָא

מַחֲלִי אַהֲדָדֵי,שֶׁאִם הָיָה מֵבִיא הָרָעָ  דְּכֹהֲנִים  דָּוִד הָיָה לוֹ לְהָשִׁיב וְלוֹמַר  בְּפֶרֶק כָּל הַגֵּט  ב עַל חֵטְא  מַתְנִיתִין    כִּדְאָמְרִינַן  עַל 
ב ב, וְאִם הָיָה מֵבִיא רָעָ , וְאֵין כֹּחַ בְּזֶה לְהָבִיא הָרָעָ רוּשׁ רַשִׁ"יימַפְרִישׁ עֲלֵיהֶן מֵחֶלְקָן וְכוּ' וְעיי"ש בְּפֵ   דְּהַמַּלְוֶה מָעוֹת אֶת הַכֹּהֵן

מִתּוֹ שֶׁהָרַג נוֹב עִיר    מְזוֹנוֹתֵיהֶם כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בִּיבָמוֹת   לְהַפְסִידנוּ שֶׁגָּרַם לָהֶם  ידְּהַיְ   נִים,וֹעַל חֵטְא שָׁאוּל לְבַדּוֹ שֶׁהֵמִית אֶת הַגִּבְע
 נִים מַיִם וּמָזוֹן כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שָׁם, גַּם זֶה לְבַדּוֹ אֵינוֹ חֵטְא מַסְפִּיק שֶׁהֲרֵי שָׁאוּל יָכוֹל לְתָרֵץוֹהַכֹּהֲנִים שֶׁהָיוּ מְסַפְּקִים לַגִּבְע

שֶׁהֲרֵי מִי שֶׁמְּחַלֵּק לַעֲנִיִּים אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לִיתֵּן כָּל הַצְּדָקוֹת לְעָנִי   שֶׁיְּכוֹלִים לְהִסְתַּפֵּק מִמַּעֲשֵׂר עֲנִי וּמִמַּתָּנוֹת עֲנִיִּים וּמִן הַצְּדָקָה,
ן מִמָּה נַפְשָׁ כָּל יִשְׂרָאֵל  אֶחָד בִּלְבַד וּלְהַנִּיחַ שְׁאַר הָעֲנִיִּים כִּדְאִיתָא בְּשֻׁלְחָן עָרוּ יוֹרֶה דֵּעָה (סִימָן רנ"ז סְעִיף ט'), וְאִם כֵּ 

   בִים לִיתֵּן לָהֶם הַפַּרְנָסָה.ייָּ וּמְח
 
It seems to be saying that one without the other is not sufficient to cause a famine, that 

each of [David and Saul] had a place to escape responsibility for the famine and reply with a 
defense. But by joining together the two of them, there is no possible response.  

That is, if the famine had been brought because of David’s sin, he could have 
responded in his defense. He could have said that the priests had conceded their gifts to each 
other, as it is said in the 3rd chapter of tractate Gittin, entitled “Every bill of divorce.” The 
Gemara discusses the Mishnah that “one who lends money to a priest . . . [with the 
understanding that] he will separate their portion [of the tithes from his produce and keep them 
as payment of the loan].”5 The Mishnah is dealing with a case where the lender always gives his 
tithe to a specific priest. See there in the explanation of Rashi, that the specific priest acquires 
legal ownership of the tithe as soon as it is separated.6 The other priests don’t expect to have any 
claim on the tithe, because they know that the landowner always gives his tithes to one particular 
priest. Therefore, David could argue that there is no power in [his action] to bring the famine. 

What if the famine had been brought because of Saul’s sin alone, that he killed the 
Gibeonites? That is, that he caused them to lose their food, as it is said in tractate Yevamot 
78b, by killing the people of Nob, the city of the priests. They had supported the Gibeonites 
with water and food, as Rashi explained there. This alone was also not a sufficient sin to cause 
the famine, for Saul would be able to resolve this by saying that [the Gibeonites] would have 
been able to support themselves from tithes for the poor, and from gifts to the poor, and from 
charity. After all, one who distributes to the poor cannot give all the charity to just one poor 
person and abandon the other poor, as is brought in the Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah (siman 

 
4 Ps. 12:6. 
5 Mishnah Gittin 3:7.  
6 Gittin 30b.  
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257, se’if 9). If so, whichever way you look at it, all Israel is obligated to provide them with 
support. 

 
ל צִדְקוֹתָיו לְאֹהֲבָיו אוֹ לִקְרוֹבוֹ  אָמְנָם לְפִי דַּעַת דָּוִד שֶׁהָיָה מְשַׁגֵּר כָּל מַתְּנוֹתָיו לְכֹהֵן אֶחָד, לְפִי זֶה כָּל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד יָכוֹל לִיתֵּן כָּ 

ֹ   יםרִ גְּרוּ   רִיםוְאֵלּוּ הַגִּבְעוֹנִים שֶׁהָיוּ גֵּ   .וְלאֹ יָחוּשׁ כְּלָל לִשְׁאַר הָעֲנִיִּים א בַּקָּהָל  וְנִמְאָסִים בְּעֵינֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל שֶׁהֲרֵי הָיוּ אֲסוּרִים לָב
שֶׁהֲרֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ יָחוּשׁוּ עֲלֵיהֶם כְּלָל    וּמָזוֹן,  מִחְיָהבְּלִי  "וְהַגִּבְעֹנִים לאֹ מִבְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל הֵמָּה", יִהְיוּ נִשְׁאָרִים בְּוַדַּאי    וּכְדִכְתִיב

 ֹ , שֶׁאִם לאֹ  גְּרָמָאא בְּקָהָל. וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הָא וְהָא  וְיִרְצוּ לִיתֵּן כָּל הַמַּתָּנוֹת עֲנִיִּים לְמִי שֶׁהוּא יִשְׂרָאֵל גָּמוּר אוֹ לְגֵר צֶדֶק הָרָאוּי לָב
   נֶשׁ.וֹהָיָה חֵטְא דָּוִד, חֶטְאוֹ שֶׁל שָׁאוּל לאֹ הָיָה רָאוּי לָע

  
Indeed, according to David’s opinion, he would use all his gifts to support one priest. 

According to this, everyone is able to give all his charity to his beloved or his relatives, and 
not worry at all for the rest of the poor. 

Regarding these Gibeonites, they were “self-made converts”7 and despised in the eyes 
of Israel, for they were forbidden to enter into the congregation of Israel, as it is written, 
“Now the Gibeonites were not of Israelite stock, but a remnant of the Amorites.”8 They would 
have certainly remained without sustenance and food, for Israel did not care about them at 
all and they would want to give all of their gifts for the poor to one who was a complete 
Israelite or to a righteous gentile who was worthy to enter the congregation of Israel. Because 
of this, both this action of David and that action of Saul caused [the famine], for if not for the 
sin of David, the sin of Saul would not have been deserving of punishment. I.e., if people would 
have spread their charity to all who needed it, then Saul’s destruction of Nob would not have led 
to the starvation of the Gibeonites. 

 
ם , מִכָּל מְקוֹם כְּשֶׁשָּׁאַל דָּוִד בְּאוּרִים וְתוּמִּים לאֹ הֵשִׁיבוּ לוֹ רַק עַל חֵטְא שָׁאוּל, מִשּׁוּם שֶׁשָּׁאוּל גָּרַ גְּרָמָאוְאַף עַל גַּב דְּהָא וְהָא 

טְלִים מִן הַצְּדָקָה, וְעוֹד שֶׁאֶפְשָׁר  וֹלָהֶם הֶפְסֵד בְּוַדַּאי בַּהֲרִיגַת נוֹב עִיר הַכֹּהֲנִים, שֶׁמִּשָּׁם הָיָה לָהֶם דַּי מִחְיָתָם בְּרֶיוַח חוּץ מִמָּה שֶׁנּ 
  . לְפִי שֶׁהֵם אֵינָם מוֹחֲלִים   ,נוּ שֶׁאֵין נוֹתְנִים לוֹ כְּלוּם, וְזֶה נִקְרָא חֵטְאישֶׁמִּי שֶׁנִיזּוֹן מִן הַצְּדָקָה יֵשׁ אֵיזֶה יוֹם שֶׁיֶּחְסַר לַחְמוֹ דְּהַיְ 

  כְּווֹתֵיהּ מִשּׁוּם דְּמַחֲלִי   גִיטִּיןאֲבָל שֶׁל דָּוִד אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ עָשָׂה טוֹב לאֹ נִקְרָא חֵטְא, שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ עָשָׂה כְּנֶגֶד הַדִּין, דְּהָא תְּנַן בְּ 
   .ן בָּהּ כְּלָלובְּעָלְמָא אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ נִתְכַּוֵּ  גְּרָמָאב שָׁאוּל עַל יוְהַשְׁתָּא שֶׁמָצִינוּ שֶׁנִּתְחַיֵּ  .כְּנֶאֱמָר לְעֵילאַהֲדָדֵי 

  
Even though both this action of David and that action of Saul caused [the famine], in 

any case when David asked the Urim and Thummim about the cause of the famine, they 
answered him only about Saul’s sin.9 That is because Saul caused [the Gibeonites] a definite 
loss by killing Nob, the city of the priests, for they had from them plentiful sustenance, apart 
from what was given to them from charity from the rest of the Israelites. Also, it was possible 
that for those who were sustained from charity, there is some day that they will have deficient 
food, which is that nothing was given to him, and this is considered a sin, because they don’t 
forgive. But regarding David, even though he didn’t act well, this is not called a sin, for he 

 
7 Avodah Zarah 3b, 24a; Yevamot 79a; Yerushalmi Kiddushin 4:1.  
8 II Sam. 21:2.  
9 II Sam. 21:1.  
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didn’t act against the letter of the law, because of what is taught in tractate Gittn, we hold that 
[the priests] conceded their gifts to each other, as stated above. Now we find that Saul made 
himself liable by causing [famine] in the world, even though he hadn’t intended that at all. 

  
ן בָּהּ, וּפִשְׁפֵּשׁ וּמָצָא שֶׁהָיָה נוֹתֵן כָּל מַתְּנוֹתָיו לְכֹהֵן  ו שֶׁלּאֹ נִתְכַּוֵּ   גְּרָמָאגַּם דָּוִד יֵשׁ לוֹ לְפַשְׁפֵּשׁ בְּמַעֲשָׂיו אִם יֵשׁ לוֹ אֵיזֶה חוֹב שֶׁל  

וּנִים אֶלָּא מֵהַצְּדָקָה אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁאֵיזֶה זיוּשְׁאַר הָעֲנִיִּים שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ נִ   ,מַהַרְשָׁ"אבּוֹת כְּמוֹ שֶׁכְּתָב  וּאֶחָד, וְהוּא הָיָה מֶלֶ שֶׁמַּתְּנוֹתָיו מְר
 עַל הַצְּדָקָה שֶׁל אַחְרִים, וְזֶהוּ הַסְּמִיכוּת "וְגַם עִירָא הַיָּאִרִי"  וֹ יוֹם לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם מַה לֶאֱכֹל, וְהָיָה לוֹ לָתֵת לְכֻלָּם מְעַט וְלאֹ לִסְמ

   עִם "וַיְהִי רָעָב".
 

Also, David needed to examine his deeds, whether he had any liability of cause of the 
famine that he did not intend. He examined his deeds, and found that he had been giving all 
of his gifts to one priest, and he was the king and his presents were numerous, as the 
Maharsha wrote.10 The remaining poor were only given food from charity; it was possible 
that some day they would not have what to eat. [David] should have sustained everyone a 
little and not relied on the other poor surviving thanks to the charity of others. This is the 
meaning of the connection of “and also Ira the Jairite” with “and there was a famine.” 

 
* * * 

 
10 Maharsha on Eruvin 63a.  


