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Chapter XLVII: Re’eh (Deut. 11:26-16:17)

Essay 6. Tithing, robbery, and famine
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In the first chapter of tractate Ta’anit, Rav Huna said, “Anyone who [has food for
himself but nevertheless] starves himself in a time of famine will be saved from an unnatural
death.”! A question is what relationship does this starving oneself have to do with that avoiding
an unnatural death?
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It can be said that it’s brought in a Mishnah in tractate Pirkei Avot, “When some of
them give tithes, and others do not give tithes, a famine from drought comes. Some go hungry,
and others are satisfied.”’

A question is why did [the Tanna] of that Mishnah select the language of going hungry
and being satisfied? It can be said that regarding all troubles—may they not come upon the
community—it is said about them, that “when the community is immersed in suffering, a
person may not say: [ will go to my home and I will eat and drink, and peace be upon you, my
soul. . . . Rather, a person should participate [and be distressed] with the community.”

But when the famine will occur because people do not give tithes, then the individuals
who do give tithes are not obligated to cause their souls to suffer with the members of the
community who are going hungry, for it’s because they didn’t tithe that their blood is on
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! Ta’anit 11a. Instead of Rav Huna, our edition of the Talmud quotes Rav Yehuda in the name of Rav. The translator
has not identified any older edition that cites Rav Huna.

2 pirkei Avot, chapter 5, Mishnah 8 in most editions, or Mishnah 7 in the edition of Toldot Shimshon.

3 Ta’anit 11a.




their heads. Regarding those who do tithe, it is indeed so that they are able to eat and drink
and be happy. To the contrary, since the Holy One, Blessed be He, gave them plentiful
income, they need to be satisfied and to receive the blessing with a pleasant countenance, in
order that it be known that the others are hungry because of the sin of not giving tithes, and
this is precisely the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He.
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But in the 2" chapter of tractate Shabbat, it is said, “Because of robbery, locusts
emerge, and famine prevails.”* If so, the famine comes—G-d forbid—because of one of two
things: either because they did not tithe, or because of robbery.

When [the famine] comes because of the sin of tithing, it is fine that it is permitted to
[one who tithes] to eat and for his soul to enjoy, but for those that did not tithe, their blood will
be on their heads. See also a different view in our explanation of tractate Pirkei Avot.’

Indeed, if [the famine]| will come because of robbery, then he will only be able to eat
because of a danger to his soul alone, i.e., so that he will live, because of what we read in the
10™ chapter of tractate Bava Kamma, entitled, “One who robs [another of food] and feeds his
children”:

[Regarding] a robber, from when is it permitted to purchase [items]
from him? Rav says: [It is prohibited] until the majority [of his possessions are]
from his [own property that he obtained legally]. And Shmuel says: [It is
permitted to purchase items from a known robber] even [if only] a minority [of his
possessions are from] his [own property].

- Bava Kamma 119a
The commentators ruled as Rav, and the Rambam, in the 5" chapter of the Laws of Robbery,
wrote, “It is forbidden to benefit from a robber, and similarly it is forbidden to benefit from
a stolen item in his position.”® When there are many robbers in the world, one needs to fear
lest something that he takes is stolen property and it is forbidden to benefit from it.

4 Shabbat 32b.
5 Toldot Shimshon 5:7.
¢ Mishneh Torah, Robbery and Lost Property 5:8.
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This will be the interpretation of what [the rabbis] of blessed memory explained in
the Yalkut Shimoni on Prophets, remez 345, on the verse, “lawlessness has grown into a rod of
lawlessness”’: this teaches that [the personification of lawlessness] straightened itself like a
rod and stood before the Holy One, Blessed be He, to testify as to the corruption of humanity,?
for there is a substance to lawlessness.

Rather, this means to say that all the things found in the world—because all of them
are forbidden—were standing before the Holy One, Blessed be He, to testify as to the
corruption of humanity, and as they explained above, Yalkut Shimoni on Torah, remez 51, on
the verse, “for the earth is filled with lawlessness.”’
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If so, this teaching from Ta’anit is talking about one who does not eat more than
necessary for his life, for he fears lest the same thing he eats will be stolen property. He doesn’t
want to enter into a possible prohibition, other than doing the minimum necessary to fulfil the
commandment of “for your own soul, therefore, be most careful.”'’

Because of this, as measure-for-measure, he will be saved from an unnatural death,
which is what can occur if—G-d forbid—the Holy One, Blessed be He, will decree some type
of death, such as we know occurs for all transgressions.

“Which sin prosecutes at the head of all of them? Theft.”'! This decree is only sealed
because of the robbery.'?
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7 Ezek. 7:11.

8 Yalkut Shimoni on Prophets, remez 345; see also Midrash Tanchuma, Noach 4:1.
° Gen. 6:13.

10 Deut. 4:15.

! Lev. Rabbah 30:2; Yalkut Shimoni on Prophets, remez 345.
12 Sanhedrin 118a.



