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The question of separatism confronts us here in two respects. It needs 
to be examined, historically, through the prism of a survey of our past; 
and it challenges us, contemporaneously, with an eye to our current sta-
tus, with regard to which this discussion is being conducted. As to the 
former, it has unquestionably been identifi ed ab initio – regarded by 
some as a source and refl ection of strength and, by others, as a manifesta-
tion of turpitude – as a hallmark of our existence. Hazal’s view of Avra-
ham – “R. Yehuda says: Everyone in the world was on one side and he 
was on the other side”28 – as well as their perception of jealously guarded 
singularity in Egyptian bondage; perhaps even Balaam’s depiction (who 
knows, by which impulse driven)29 of knesset Israel as the “people who 
shall live alone, and shall not be reckoned among the nations” (Num. 
23:9); Haman’s angry portrayal of clannish resistance to dicta of the im-
perial melting pot; the phalanx of takkanot and gezerot legislated in order 
to avert signifi cant social intercourse – all attest to prominence of our 
separatist streak; and it has, of course, served, since Paul, as a crux of 
Jewish-Christian polemic. 

To this trait, we freely admit, and, from our point of view, it requires 
no apologia. A kindred point needs to be addressed, however, and briefl y 
expounded. The critique of our posture is not confi ned to separatism per 
se. We are subject to moral reproach as well, charged with being not only 
clannish but selfi sh; obsessively, and, if need be, unethically, concerned 
with promoting our own interests, even to the point of exercising duplic-
ity and adopting double standards. 

On this score, I fi nd myself conceding some factual assertions, but re-
jecting the assessment of “guilty as charged,” deriving from them. Admit-
tedly, if judged by the canons of professed Christian ethics, we may be 
found wanting. We advocate neither transfer of one’s only cloak nor turn-
ing the other cheek. This, however, not out of moral lassitude but out of 
principled conviction. We certainly preach the centrality of gemilut hasadim 
and strive to practice it, as both the linchpin of personal character and as the 
bond of social cohesion. We can admire munifi cent individuals or commu-
nities who share their bounty with the less fortunate, and then some. Nev-
ertheless, ours is a balance of altruisim and egotism, which is grounded in 
distinctly Jewish roots and tradition, and which owes no fealty to alien value 
systems. We neither espouse nor cultivate Franciscan penury, and harbor 

28 Gen. Rabbah, 42:13. Other interpretations of the term ha-ivri, referring to 
descent from Ever or trans-river origins, are also cited by the midrash.

29 At which point divine intervention reversed the import of Balaam’s declamations 
is unclear.
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no guilt over the omission. Up to a critical point, we do indeed recognize 
the primacy of personal interest – and this, not only at the national plane, in 
the spirit of Reinhold Niebuhr’s Moral Man and Immoral Society, but at the 
individual level as well. “As a tanna has stated,” notes the gemara,

If two are travelling on a journey [far from civilization], and one has a 
pitcher of water, if both drink, they will [both] die, but if one only drinks, 
he can reach civilization — Ben Petura taught: It is better that both 
should drink and die, rather than that one should behold his compan-
ion’s death. Until R. Akiva came and taught: “That your brother may live 
with you” (Lev. 25:36): your life takes precedence over his life.30

Moreover, this credo is not confi ned to life-and-death situations, such as 
that of the duo exposed to the ravages of dehydration, with only suffi cient 
water to enable survival of one. It is legitimized with respect to far milder 
contexts, applying likewise to mere fi nancial matters, such as the mitsva of 
hashavat aveidah:

If his own lost article and his father’s lost article [need attention], his own 
takes precedence; his own and his teacher’s, his own takes precedence. . . . 
 Whence do we know this? —R. Judah said in Rav’s name: the verse states, 
“Save that there shall be no poor among you” (Deut. 15:4), yours takes 
precedence over all others. 31

The principle was most sharply articulated by Ramban. Commenting upon 
the charge of “You shall love your brother as yourself,” he expounds: 

 “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” is an expression by way of 
overstatement, for a human heart is not able to accept a command to love 
one’s neighbor as oneself. Moreover, R. Akiva has already come and 
taught, “Your life takes precedence over the life of your fellow.” Rather, 
the mitsva in the Torah means that one is to love one’s fellow in all mat-
ters, as one loves all good for oneself. 32

Ramban’s description of R. Akiva’s “kelal gadol ba-Torah” as “hyper-
bolic” hafl agah is astonishing; and, precisely for that reason, it attests, 

30 Bava Metsia 62a. The discussion here turns upon the quandary as it affects and 
confronts the parties. In this connection, questions have been raised about the pos-
sible role of a disinterested observer who has the fl ask in his possession.

31 Bava Metsia 33a; cf., with respect to a different situation, and with recourse to 
another prooftext, 30a.

32 Lev. 19:17. In a note, R. Chavel comments that Ramban here possibly alludes 
to, and challenges, Rambam’s more idealistic position, as formulated in Sefer ha-Mitsvot, 
asei 206; see also De’ot 6:3.
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dramatically, to the depths of his moral realism, which recognizes the 
right to pursue one’s own interest more than one’s fellow’s. And this, 
notwithstanding the fact that concern for the welfare of others constitutes 
a mitsva, whereas pursuit of self-interest presumably does not.

The principle of hayyekha kodmin attains further signifi cance – and 
particular relevance for our own discussion –by dint of its incorporation 
into the Shulhan Arukh. At the apex of the pyramid of worthy recipients 
of support, Rema places the prospective “donor” himself:

One’s own livelihood takes precedence over all others, and one does not 
have to give tsedakah until he has his needs.33

Even allowing for the assumption that the exemption is not total, it re-
tains considerable import.

THE PRACTICAL ISSUE

The implications for our problem are self-evident. I have earlier stressed that 
outward-looking philanthropy, that which is sensitive to privation beyond 
our community and strives to share in its amelioration, should be acknowl-
edged and encouraged as an aspect of our responsibility to hesed; that we 
should internalize the full force of Hazal’s designation of “mitsva le-hahay-
oto,” as including the non-Jew;34 that the normative ideal of imitatio Dei as 
grounded in “ve-halakhta bi-drakhav” charges us to strive to emulate divine 
munifi cence. I remain fi rmly committed to these positions. However, in 
practice, these demands inevitably clash with meeting the multifaceted needs 
of our own community. These ordinarily enjoy priority on several grounds. 

First, they are our own – a blend, in a sense, of self-interest, insofar as 
donor and recipient are fused in an organic entity, and of altruistic con-
cern, insofar as, at the personal plane, the two are differentiated. Second, 
as we invoke the principle of “efshar la’asotah al yedei aherim,”35 the prospect 

33 Yoreh De’ah 251:3. Surprisingly, the specifi c case of R. Akiva’s scenario was codi-
fi ed by neither Rambam nor the Shulhan Arukh.

34 See Pesahim 21b and Ramban’s catalogue of mitsvot he contends Rambam had 
erroneously omitted; see his animadversions upon the Sefer ha-Mitsvot, asei 17. It 
should be stressed that in this context, the term, “le-hahayoto,” is not confi ned to 
literal life-saving but refers to general sustenance as well.

35 See, with respect to a clash between talmud Torah and kibbud av va-em, Kid-
dushin 32a; and, more generally, that between talmud and ma’aseh, Mo’ed Katan, 9b. 
Obviously, application of this factor depends, in large measure, upon how possibility 
is defi ned and upon the ability and the readiness of the “others” to undertake the task 
in question.
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