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Chapter LIX: Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)

Essay 4. The reward of giving charity
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Eccl. 3:9 is typically translated as, “What profit does the worker have from his toil?,”
but could instead be translated as, “What profit does the doer have from his toil.” What is the man

doing? He is giving charity, per the Zera Shimshon. This is asking if the essence of charity
depends upon the good heart of the man, as it says in the Gemara:

Rabbi Elazar said: [The reward for] charity is paid [from Heaven] only in
accordance with the Kindness [included] therein [and in accordance with the
effort and the consideration that went into the giving]. [It is not merely in
accordance with the sum of money] as it is stated: “Sow righteousness for
yourselves; reap the fruits of goodness” (Hosea 10:12).

- Sukkah 49b

If so, if the person only gives charity through effort, and toil, and hardship, and by
his necessity of following halacha, what profit does he have by this charity? This is the meaning
of the verse, asking, what profit is there for one who does the mitzvah of giving charity, if he
only does so with effort, toil, and hardship, i.e., he resents having to give charity? But he who
donates wholeheartedly and happily will have a great profit and a big reward, and similarly
with one who fulfills the rest of the commandments wholeheartedly and happily, instead of
looking upon them as a burden.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
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Alternatively, in another way, haven’t [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, “One who
causes others to perform [a meritorious act] is greater than one who performs [that act
himself].”! But one who by himself bends his nature—for he did not previously want to
donate, but he subdues his evil inclination and he imposes upon himself such that he will
have the desire to donate with a happy heart—then he will receive a greater reward than one
who is generous in nature who does not have to bother and toil to conquer his evil inclination.
This is what the Scripture said: What is the end benefit of the doer from his toil. That is, he
did not have the nature to be generous and he labors and troubles to conquer his evil
inclination, and this is the end of his benefit, for he will receive a reward as one who does [a
meritorious act] and also as one who causes others to do [a meritorious act], for he has also
caused himself to do this mitzvah of giving charity.
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Also, in another way of analysis, didn’t [the rabbis] of blessed memory say, “ ‘Who
has advanced Me [anything] that I should repay [him]? Everything under Heaven belongs to
Me!” (Job 41:3). Who performed the mitzvah of charity in front of Me, before I gave him
money and possessions?”? And the Tanna,’ Rabbi Elazar of Bartota, said: “Give to Him of that
which is His, for you and that which is yours are His.”* According to this, there’s room to say
that it’s improper that a man should receive such a great reward for giving charity, for he’s
not giving anything of his own, rather he’s giving something that the Holy One, Blessed be
He, previously gave to him.

! Bava Batra 9a, quoting Rabbi Elazar.

2 See, for example, Midrash Tanchuma, Emor, 7:1, citing Job 41:3, and adding, “Who offered Me praise, before
I gave him breath? Who has performed circumcision for Me, before I gave him a male child? Who made a fringe for
Me, before I gave him a prayer shawl?” Other examples are provided there, though not charity.

3 A rabbi quoted in the Mishnah.

4 Pirkei Avot 3:7.
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Rather, regarding what [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, “the L-rd, your G-d, will
bless you” (Deut. 15:18), is it possible He will sit idly? We learn that G-d is involved “in all the
enterprises you undertake.” If so, a man merits wealth and property from a gift of the Holy
One, Blessed be He, and even by his labor, that by his toil and his labor the possessions came
to him. Then, if he gives to charity, he will have the reward for giving from what he has
merited by his labor. This is the explanation of the verse, “What profit does the worker have,”
for doesn’t everything come from the Holy One, Blessed be He? The solution, “from his toil,”
is that he also will have a share in the [wealth and property], that comes because of his toil
and his labor. That is, G-d can arrange for some men to receive wealth even if they never work,
but in other cases, G-d chooses to give man wealth in proportion to how much effort the man exerts
in his labor. Thus, one who toils and gives a portion to charity can be looked at not as someone
who is merely giving away G-d’s property, but as giving away some of his own wealth.
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Also, in another way of analysis, [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, “Indeed, it is the
manner of one who bestows loving-kindness to pursue the poor,”® which means to give them
charity even before they ask for it. This is the meaning of “What profit does the doer have,”
and “from his toil” is solved to mean to pursue after [the poor]| and to prepare charity for
them even before they ask for it.

5 Deut. 28:20: “The L-rd will let loose against you calamity, panic, and frustration in all the enterprises you
undertake, so that you shall soon be utterly wiped out because of your evildoing in forsaking Me.” While this verse is
directed to a curse, the point is that just as G-d will involve Himself in every detail of someone’s life for a curse, He
will do the same when He wants to bless someone.

¢ Shabbat 104a.



