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Jewish religious literature seeks to strive a balance between law and love, between obligation and generosity. 


Tzedakah represents the minimal requirement, but more is hoped for and expected. Tzedakah is the necessary but not sufficient expression of concern for the well-being of others. Tzedakah is complemented by gemilut hasadim, acts of lovingkindness. Tzedakah is what is required by law. Gemilut hasadim is an expression of love and of profound concern for others. According to Rashi, tzedakah denotes the act of giving, while gemilut hasadim refers to the noble intentions infused within the act. According to Judah Loew of Prague, the difference between the virtue of giving tzedakah and the virtue of doing gemilut hasadim is that tzedakah is determined by the needs of the recipient, while gemilut hasadim flows from the goodness of the benefactor. In tzedakah, the recipient benefits only from the benefactor’s money. In gemilut hasadim, the recipient enjoys the good nature of the benefactor as well. Judah Loew offers this distinction as a commentary to the following talmudic statement:


Our rabbis taught: In three respects is gemilut hasadim superior to tzedakah. Tzedakah can be done only with one’s money, but gemilut hasadim can be done with one’s person and with one’s money. Tzedakah can be given to the poor alone, but gemilut hasadim can be given to the rich as well as to the poor. Tzedakah can be given only to the living while gemilut hasadim can be done both to the living and to the dead.


Tzedakah is justice in action. Gemilut Hasadim is mercy and love in action. “What is gemilut hasadim?” the author of Sefer Ma’a lot ha-Middot asks. “That one will be merciful to all creatures, as the Creator, may He be blessed, is merciful and full of compassion.” By practicing tzedakah, one fulfills social obligations. By practicing gemilut hasadim, one expresses imitation Dei, that which we have in common with God. Through gemilut hasadim, one articulates one’s having been created in the image of the divine. 


Giving tzedakah fulfills legal requirements; gemilut hasadim transcends legal demands. In his philosophical work, The Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides discusses this distinction between tzedakah and hesed (i.e. the root of hasadism). According to Maimonides, tzedakah refers to giving one one’s just due while hesed refers to absolute beneficience. Tzedakah means granting something to someone who has a right of entitlement. Hesed is the practice of benevolence toward one who has no entitlement to what he or she receives. 


Among the actions identified as acts of lovingkindness, as expressions of gemilut hasadim, are visiting the sick, burying the dead, comforting the mourner, caring for animals, hospitality to the stranger, and giving tzedakah without ulterior motives. While the Talmud, as was noted above, put restrictions upon how much tzedakah one might give, acts of lovingkindness were assigned no such restrictions.


Acts characterized as gemilut hasadim, such as burying the dead, are considered expressions of loving-kindness, because such acts may be done selflessly, without thought of recompense from the recipient. For example, when Jacob is dying, he asks Joseph to treat him with “kindness (hesed) and with truth (emet).” On this verse (Genesis 47:29), Rashi comments, “The kindness that is shown to the dead is a true kindness (hesed shel emet), for [in such a case] one does not expect the payment of recompense [from the recipient].”


In his ethical treatise Menorat ha-Ma’or, Isaac Aboab wrote that “tzedakah given selflessly for the sake of Heaven, graciously and compassionately, is called gemilut hasadim.” Thus Aboab refuses to relegate tzedakah to one realm and gemilut hasadim to another. Instead, Aboab perceives a certain fluidity between dutiful and benevolent actions. For Aboab, as well as for others, actions that may benefit others embrace a wide spectrum, from self-serving and/or reluctant giving of tzedakah to perfectly selfless acts of lovingkindness.
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