Zera Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Mantua 1778"

Chapter XXIV: Vayikra (Lev. 1:1-5:26)

Essay 7. Considerations of distributing charity
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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,”' 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].
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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

'II Sam. 20:26.

211 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.”* 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,
I Sam. 21:1 blames him as though he had killed the Gibeonites.
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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 3™ 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].”® 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.® 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 Kkilling 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

4Ps. 12:6.
> Mishnah Gittin 3:7.
% Gittin 30b.



257, se’if 9). If so, whichever way you look at it, all Israel is obligated to provide them with
support.
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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”’ 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.”® 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 Isracl. 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.¢., 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.
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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.’ 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.
$1I Sam. 21:2.
°II Sam. 21:1.



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.
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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.' 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.



