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SPECIAL PIRKEI AVOT SERIES

Pirkei Avot (3:7): Personal
and Communal Generosity

“Rabbi Elazar of Bartota says: ‘Give Him
from His own, for you and your posses-
sions are His.” (Pirkei Avot 3:8)

The explanation of this teaching is that a
person should not withhold either themselves
or their wealth from being used to fulfill the
will of Heaven. All that a person has belongs
to God; hence, when one gives, one is not giv-
ing from one’s own
possessions, but mere-
ly returning to God
what is already His.

Surely, this Mish-
nah is a call against
stinginess in matters
of charity and expen-
ditures for mitzvot.
The commentary of
the Meiri emphasizes that when one realizes
that one is spending God’s money rather than
one’s own, one will give more happily and
generously.

Regarding this same Mishnah, Rabbeinu
Yonah comments that all of a person’s wealth
is entrusted to him by God for safekeeping.
Unlike a human depositor, God allows a per-
son to use part of the deposit for personal
needs, but the remainder must certainly be
used according to the depositor’s instructions.
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Rav Zelig Reuven Bengis and his wife

EXTENDING ONE’S TABLE

Rav Kook beautifully elaborated on the bal-
ance between attending to one’s own needs
and the broader obligation to provide for the
needs of others in his comments on the fol-
lowing passage in the Talmud:

Rav Yehuda said: “Three things prolong a
person’s days and years: one who extends
his prayers, one who extends his table, and
one who extends his
time in the lavatory.”
(Berachot 54b).

The basic under-
standing of this state-
ment seems straight-
forward. Praying with
great devotion, ensur-
ing that one’s table is
used to help the impov-
erished, and attending to one’s physical health
by spending ample time in the bathroom all
contribute to the blessing of long life.

Rav Kook, in his Ein Ayah, finds deeper
significance in Rav Yehuda’s statement. He
suggests that the items on the list comple-
ment one another. A person who prays with
great devotion runs the risk of focusing all his
energies on achieving closeness with Hash-
em while forgetting the needs of the impov-
erished. Thus, Rav Yehuda supplements the



extended prayer with the extended table that
provides for the poor.

Conversely, a person might be so dedicated
to mitzvot, both bein adam laMakom and bein
adam lechavero, that he forgets to care for his
basic physical needs. Thus, the first two items
are complemented by the extended stay in the
bathroom, representing basic physical main-
tenance. (Ein Ayah, Berachot, chapter 9, piska
#22)).

The Talmud continues by enumerating
three things that shorten a person’s days and
years. One of them is “one who is given a cup
of benediction to bless with and does not
recite the blessing.” Rav Kook explains that
this example parallels the earlier reference to
“extending one’s table.”

“The cup of benediction” refers to the cup of
wine used for Birkat Hamazon when a group
gathers for a meal. The person who turns
down the cup of benediction, which is ordinari-
ly offered when others have gathered around
the table, resents having to share his meal with
others. Such a person diametrically opposes
the concept of the extended table. (Ibid.)

This passage in the Talmud, so beautifully
elucidated by Rav Kook, emphasizes the kind-
ness and compassion one extends to others. It
begins with one’s table - with the openness to
needy guests and the effort to make them feel
welcome in one’s home.

A PIERCING CRY

Rav Aryeh Levin, the famed “Tzadik of
Yerushalayim,” was known for his exception-
al compassion toward those who suffered and
felt alone. Concerning the Torah’s command
that a Jew be deeply sensitive to the widow
and orphan, Rav Aryeh offered the following
penetrating insight:

“You shall not cause pain to any widow
or orphan. If you [dare to] cause this person

pain... for if they shall cry out to Me, I shall
surely hear their outcry.” (Shemot 22:21-22).

Looking at the Hebrew in the verse, it does
not merely say im, “if” this widow or orphan
cries out. Rather, the Torah employs the less
common phrase ki im (“for if”). Rav Aryeh
said that with this additional word, the Torah
emphasizes that any reason at all that causes
pain to a widow or orphan - even uninten-
tionally - angers God because of one’s lack of
sensitivity.

Rav Aryeh Levin’s son, Rav Simcha Shlomo
Levin, was fond of citing a piercing comment
from the Kotzker Rebbe on this verse. The
Torah employs a doubled expression three
times in describing the pain caused to the wid-
ow and orphan: aneh te’aneh (“if you cause
him/her pain”), tza’ok yitz’ak (“he/she will
cry out”), and shamo’a eshma (“I shall surely
hear”). Why this unusual emphasis?

The Kotzker Rebbe explained that when a
wife is pained by someone’s insensitive words
or by a particular incident, she instinctively
turns to her husband for support. Similarly, a
child in pain turns to a parent for solace. The
widow and orphan, however, no longer have
their loved ones to care for them or protect
them. When they suffer, they immediately feel
the acute pain of not having their closest loved
ones to whom they can turn.

Thus, the widow’s or orphan’s pain is dou-
bled. First, there is the pain caused by what-
ever has brought them distress. At that same
moment, they also experience the profound
pain of knowing that their husband is no lon-
ger present to protect them, or that their parent
is no longer alive to provide the loving protec-
tion they once received. This double-edged dis-
tress is subtly alluded to in the Torah’s striking
use of doubled expressions throughout the
passage. (Derech Avot, Sternberg, p.250)
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ENCOURAGING VISITS

Rav Aryeh Levin made a practice of visiting
the widows of rabbis on Chol Hamoed and
Shabbat Chol Hamoed during the festivals of
Sukkot and Pesach. He knew that these homes
had once been bustling during the holidays,
filled with students and colleagues who came
to visit. For many of these widows, however,
after the passing of their eminent rabbinic
husbands, their homes felt painfully vacant
and terribly lonely.

Rav Aryeh would, of course, visit the wom-
en together with another colleague or friend.
Particularly noteworthy were his visits to the
wife of Rav Zelig Reuven Bengis, one of Jeru-
salem’s leading sages (Chief Rabbi of Jerualem
for the Eida Hacharedis), and to the wife of
Rav Kook throughout the years following Rav
Kook’s passing. He would spend precisely as
much time as he felt was necessary to lift the
widow’s spirits, and then promptly make his
way to the home of another widow - some-
times the widow of a deceased and illustrious
rabbi, and sometimes simply a woman whom
he felt would benefit from a holiday visit.
(Derech Avot, p.133)

These teachings and stories remind us that
true generosity is not limited to giving money,
but is expressed through opening our tables,
our homes, our time, and our hearts to those
in need. When we recognize that all we pos-
sess is entrusted to us by God, we become
more attentive to the pain of others and more
willing to use what we have to bring comfort,
dignity, and kindness into their lives. m
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Rabbi Goldscheider’s most recent
OU Press Publication, “Torah United”
on the weekly Parsha, can be ordered
directly from Rabbi Goldscheider at
aarong@ouisrael.org at a special price
for Torah Tidbits readers.
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FOR SALE IN JERUSALEM:

NAYOT, BOURLA ST.
Well-maintained quiet-5 room
(one small) apt., ~104 sqm, high floor,
elevator, private storage. Near the
Botanical Gardens, shops, Givat Ram,
the Government Complex, museums,
Shaare Zedek. Exclusive!
Moshe 055-4549428

NEAR BEIT VAGAN, GORDON ST.
Beautiful high-end designed 4.5-room +
2 independent units, courtyard, storage,
mamad, expansion potential. Ideal for

combining home with a clinic/studio/
guests, or a large family compound.
Near light rail, schools, parks, nature,
shops, health and sports facilities,
Exclusive! Galit 055-4549464

CITY CENTER, MESILAT YESHARIM ST.
Rare opportunity in the beating heart
of Jerusalem! Spacious, bright, and
pleasant 3-room apt., balcony,
convenient floor, elevator. Perfect
location between Mahane Yehuda and
the Downtown “Triangle”. Near the
light rail ,restaurants, cafes. Immediate
entry. Exclusive! Zeev 055-4578979

NORTH TALPIOT
BETWEEN CASPI ST & BAKKA
Beautiful 4-room apartment, bright,
functional and pleasant, Sukkah
balcony, private double parking &
storage. Near, the promenade, parks
& playgrounds, synagogues, shopping
centers, healthcare, education,
culture and leisure hubs, and public
transportation. Immediate occupancy.
Exclusive! Jean Pierre 055-4578977

3 Moshe Hess St. Jerusalem
0778038511






