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In Parashat Re’eh, the Torah 
commands us to give to the poor. 
To many of us, this might seem like 
an obvious moral obligation: some 
people have less than I do so I should 
give to them so that they will be a 
bit better off. Interestingly, the Torah 
tells us, “Rather, you shall open your 
hand to them [the poor person] and 
grant them what they need, whatever 
is lacking.” 

 What does it mean to give to 
someone enough to meet their 
needs? How can we know how much 
to give?

Rambam (1138-1204) tells us 
that the halacha (law) is that we are 
obligated to give the poor person 
what they lack. If they don’t have 
clothes, get them clothes, if they 
have no furniture, buy furniture. 
Rashi (1040-1105) says that even if 
the poor person used to be rich and 
ride a horse everywhere and had a 
servant to run ahead of him, if he 
was accustomed to that and now 
feels the lack, provide that as well, 
because the Torah tells us, “whatever 
is lacking.”

You don’t need to make the poor 
person rich. The Torah isn’t telling 
us to turn the poor person into a 
millionaire. Rather, we have to 
become sensitive to what people 
really need, what they are lacking 
subjectively and uniquely. The art of 
chesed (kindness) is to realise what 

a person is really lacking and help 
them so they no longer suffer from 
the lack of it.

Chesed is about seeing a person’s 
real, subjective, personal needs, 
rather than your own personal 
desire to give. Giving isn’t just about 
opening your hand or opening your 
wallet, the Torah is telling us it’s 
about opening your heart. There is 
a foundational concept in Judaism 
that “the world is built on chesed” 
(Tehillim 89:3). What does this mean? 
Perhaps one way we can understand 
it, based on this week’s parasha, 
is that when we make ourselves 
sensitive to each other’s needs, to 
notice the things the people around 
us are lacking, we can give to them, 
strengthening our relationships with 
each other and making the world a 
better place.
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