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Every writer [on 1989] wrestles with an almost unavoidable human proclivity that psychologists
have christened "hindsight bias"—the tendency to regard actual historical outcomes as more
probable than alternatives that seemed real at the time. What actually happened looks as if it
somehow had to happen. Henri Bergson talked of "the illusions of retrospective determinism."
Explanations are then offered for what happened
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Ketubot 50a
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R. Elai stated: It was established at Usha that if a man wishes to
spend liberally on tzedaka he should not spend more than a fifth
of his wealth.
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It was also taught: If a man desires to spend liberally he should
not spend more than a fifth, [since by spending more] he might
himself come to be in need [of the help] of people.
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It once happened that a man wished to spend more than a fifth
but his friend did not allow him. Who was his friend? — R.
Yeshebab. Others say [that the man who wished to spend was]
R. Yeshebab, but his friend did not allow him. And who was it! R.
Akiba.
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R. Nahman, or as some say, R. Aha b. Jacob, said: What [is the
proof from] Torah that no more than a fifth can be spent on
charity?— "“And of all that You shall give me, a tenth | will give —a
tenth! — onto You. (Gen 28:22) But the second tenth, surely, is
not like the first one [and is 10% of the remaining 90%]? — R.
Ashi replied: | will . .. give a tenth of it [implies ‘I will make] the
second like the first’.
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Ketubot 67b
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Mar Ukba had a poor man in his neighborhood into whose door-
socket he used to throw four zuz every day. One day [the poor
man] thought: ‘l will go and see who does me this kindness'. On
that day [it happened] that Mar ‘Ukba was late at the house of
study and his wife was coming home with him. As soon as [the
poor man] saw them moving the door he went out after them,
but they fled from him and ran into a furmace from which the fire
had just been swept. Mar ‘Ukba's feet were burning and his wife
said to him: Raise your feet and put them on mine. His mind
weakened and she said to him, ‘I am usually at home and my
benefactions are direct’.
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And what [was the reason for] that’— Because Mar Zutra b.
Tobiah said in the name of Rab (others state: R. Huna b. Bizna
said in the name of R. Simeon the Pious; and others again state: R.
Johanan said in the name of R. Simeon b. Yohai): Better had a
man thrown himself into a fiery furmace than publicly put his
neighbor to shame. From where do we derive this! From Tamar;
for it is written, VWhen she was brought forth, [she chose to be
burned rather than publicly shame her father-in-law]. (Gen 38:24)
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Mar ‘Ukba had a poor man in his neighborhood to whom he
regularly sent four hundred zuz on the Eve of every Day of
Atonement. One day he sent them through his son who came
back and said to him, ‘He does not need [your help]. ‘What have
you seen?' [his father] asked. ‘| saw [the son replied] that they
were spraying old wine before him'. ‘Is he so delicate? [the father]
said, and, doubling the amount, he sent it back to him.
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When he was about to die he requested, ‘Bring me my charity
accounts'. Finding that seven thousand of gold denarii were
entered therein he exclaimed, “The provisions are scanty and the
road is long’, and he forthwith distributed half of his wealth. But
how could he do that? Has not R. Elai stated: It was ordained at
Usha that if a man wishes to spend liberally he should not spend
more than a fifth? — This applies only during a man's lifetime,
since he might go bankrupt but after death this does not matter.
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Arba Turim, Yoreh Deah, section 249
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CHAPTER 249: [Regarding ] the amount to give — If your capacity
is such that you can [give an amount] sufficient to meet the needs
of the poor, you should give that much. If your capacity is not
sufficient to meet all the needs of the poor, you should give as
much as you are capable of. How much should you give! Up to
20% of your assets is a choice way to fulfill the mitzvah. Ten
percent is average. Less than that is stingy.
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Beit Yosef to Arba Turim Yoreh Deah 249
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[Regarding ] the amount to give — If your capacity is such that you
can [give an amount] sufficient to meet the needs of the poor, you
should give that much. It will be explained in Section 250 that a
person is required to provide the poor with all of their needs, but
that is only when it is clear that he has the capacity to do so. If he
cannot give that much, he is not obligated to give them all of his
money [in order to meet all of their needs].
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How much should you give? Up to 20% of your assets is a choice way
to fulfill the mitzvah. Thus wrote Maimonides in Laws of Gifts to
the Poor 7:5. In Ketubbot 50a, we learmn, “Rabbi Elai stated: It was
ordained in Usha that should a person wish to give tzedakah
generously, he should not give away more than one-fifth, since he
may [thereby] become dependent on others.” And even though
it is not implied there that it is a mitzvah to give one-fifth, since it
says “‘should a person wish to give,” the from the Yerushalmi in
the first chapter of tractate Peah it appears that [giving this much
to tzedakah] is in fact a mitzvah. Moreover, you can derive the
same conclusion from our Talmud (= the Bavli), since the
prooftext for the Takkanah of Usha is And from all that You will
give to me, | shall surely give a tenth (aser easrenu) to You. (Genesis
28:22) Two tenths are mentioned by that verse; in other words,
one-fifth.
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AND THE PASSAGE Ten percent is average. Less than that is
stingy. Is also a quote from Maimonides, from the same place.
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THE YERUSHALMI teaches, “Take one-fifth from the principal in
the first year and from then on one-fifth from annual earnings.”
This passage appears at the beginning of the tractate, in
association with the teaching, These are the things that have no
measure..acts of loving kindness... This applied to kindnesses
performed with one’s body; however, kindness performed with
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one's money does have a measure. Rabbi Gamaliel bar Onya
asked Rabbi Mana, “but one-fifth every vear, and after five years,
he will be left with nothing!” He said to him, “At first [one-fifth] of
principal, but thereafter, one-fifth or earings.” This ruling was
recorded by the Tosafot and the RoSH in their comments to the
fourth chapter of Ketubbot. However, in the sixth chapter of
Ketubbot (67b), it states that this rule of distributing no more than
one-fifth applies to the living only, since it may lead to the donors
impoverishment. However one may give away as much as one
likes in anticipation of death, as we see from the way that Mar
Ukva acted. He gave away half of his money from his death bed.

45 West 36th Street, New York, NY 10018

t212.792.2900 f212.792.2930 e ajws@ajws.org WWW.ajws.org 4




