Teshuva, Tefillah, and Tzedaka on Social Media
Rabbi Jonathan Ziring: jziring(@migdalhatorah.org
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23. Rabbi Jonathan Ziring: Social Media Driven Fundraisers
Geographic or Identification

Rav Yehuda Zoldan contends that we can understand this not in geographic terms, but in terms of community — with
whom does not identify? He sides with the notion that these halakhot are aimed at encouraging people to support those with
whom one feels and functions as part of the same community. He supports this from the Shiyarei Kenesset HaGedola (YD
251:3) who argues that in a community with multiple subgroups, one gives precedence to his subgroup.

Rav Zoldan then moves beyond this. He suggests that the halakhic orders of precedence were based on the
assumption that the poor relied on those in their geographic area. However, now people specifically turn to those, anywhere
in the world, who are part of the same ideological community. Hence, universities and Yeshivot turn to those, wherever they
may be, who share the vision of their institutions. He further notes that in many Yeshivot, the students are dormers who are
not local. Thus, the local population may not know anyone in the Yeshiva. Rav Asher Weiss (Minchat Asher Devarim 21)
specifically justifies on the basis of global communication:

Even though the posekim have given laws concerning the precedence of charity, one must understand the situation based on
the reality of the time and place. For it is clear, in my humble opinion, that even though Chazal wrote that “the poor of your
city come first”, this was only in their days where it was the people of the city who had to concern themselves with the poor of
the city and there was no one else who would care for them. However, in our times, with transportation and mass
communication, if a poor person were to travel to the expanses of the world to collect donations, or if there are rabbinic
organizations or charitable organizations who collect for him with much publicity which crosses borders and distances, he is
not longer included in the poor of your city.

Rav Zoldan uses this shift away from geographic concerns to endorse supporting a Yeshiva one identifies with over that which
happens to be located in closer to his home. Again, this phenomenon mirrors the shifts we identified in our shiurim on mara
de-atra.

Rav Moshe Heineman seems to take the approach that the precedence of the poor of one’s own city is due to moral
reasons. Thus, he equates the poor of one’s city with those institution to whom one has a moral debt. Here are some of his
suggestions for allocating charitable funds within the Baltimore community that present one attempt as apply these values is
the modern world:

In allocating and disbursing Tzedakah funds one should divide the amount of Tzedakah into thirds. The first one-third should
be given to needy individuals or institutions in town. A second third should be used to satisfy one's moral obligations whether
they be in town or elsewhere. In the event that one's moral obligations are all in town then at least two-thirds of one's
Tzedakah would be distributed in the Baltimore area. The final third may be given to any qualified individual or institution
including those out of town, provided that the requirement stated above, of assuring that over 50% of one's Tzedakah be
distributed in town, has been satisfied.

The following constitute moral obligations.

a) A needy relative or close friend

b) A mosad in which you, your spouse, or your children received a Torah education without paying full tuition.
¢) A mosad or needy individual from which you have direct benefit.

d) A mosad owned or directed by a relative or close friend to whom you feel a responsibility to help.

From Rav Heineman’s argument, however, it seems that he does not think that the notion of geographic community was
replaced by the notion of an ideological one. Rather, he thinks that both notions of community are critical. On an intuitive
level, his suggestions make sense. When it comes to charity for needy people, the issue at hand is not primarily ideological.
Rather, we want to ensure that all poor people who need money for food and clothing are provided for. The insistence that
each community provide for their own seems pragmatic. Indeed, it would seem preferable to require each geographic
community to provide basic sustenance for its poor, because relying on people to give to those they identify with would likely
leave many without support.



