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Tzedek, Tzedakah, Chessed

Goals:

Participants will:

become acquainted with the relevant terminology¸¸

understand the differences between the concepts, as well as their ¸¸

strengths and weaknesses

appreciate the value of viewing social action through the Jewish lens¸¸

appreciate the value of each realm ¸¸

Introduction:

In this unit, we consider how Jewish civilization might map out and tackle social problems. 

Jewish tradition offers a rich selection of ways to describe good deeds, each carrying its 

own set of associations and values. In this session, we explore the concepts of tzedek, 

tzedakah and chessed: what makes each word resonate with its own meaning? What does 

understanding the distinctions between them offer us? 

In addition to this Jewish typology for social action, we also explore a Western/

contemporary typology designed by Joel Westheimer, which offers a useful framework 

for this topic. In both the Jewish and Western typologies, we encounter texts and engage 

with practical dilemmas through each of the lenses.

Trigger: Moral Dilemma 

Present participants with the following dilemma: 

You’ve been employed for more than year and, overall, you’re happy with your job, 

your coworkers, and the office environment. Lately, you’ve been staying late a lot, 

as you’re in the middle of a massive project, and the deadline is approaching quickly. 

You find yourself in the office late several nights a week. As it happens, you have 

come to know the cleaning woman, who is there after-hours. Usually, you smile and 

say hello (she’s an immigrant and doesn’t speak your language), but don’t think 
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much about her or her life. After a few weeks of these encounters, however, you 

notice that she wears the same t-shirt under her uniform every day. As the winter 

turns blustery, you find yourself thinking about the cleaning lady while you wait for 

your bus in the cold. You’re pretty sure that her t-shirt couldn’t possibly be warm 

enough. On a particular Tuesday you walk down the corridor to the restroom and 

notice the cleaning woman pulling a half-eaten sandwich out of the garbage. The 

next day you speak to the janitorial supervisor and discover that several members 

of the cleaning staff aren’t making ends meet.

What are some of the options for you to respond?

Have the group brainstorm for possible responses to this dilemma. List them on the board 

(don’t organize the ideas in any way; simply compile the list). Consider the following 

parameters, as you encourage participation: immediate vs. long-term impact; incidental 

or case-by-case assistance vs. systemic change. 

Note: We will come back to this list later on in the session, so make sure that the list is as 

creative, robust, and expansive as possible. 

Possible responses include:

Buy her a warm meal ��

Bring all of the janitorial staff identified as “in need” a warm meal ��

Organize a rotation of coworkers to leave a meal in the office every day (for her; for ��

them)

Organize a clothes drive; for them��

Help her/them find another job (in addition to, or instead of)��

Hire her/them yourself to clean your own home ��

Appeal to the janitorial supervisor to improve conditions (give them a raise, benefits, ��

organize a drive)

Organize an ESL/Hebrew class for them to acquire local language skills and possibly ��

other additional skills, and offer a hot meal in this framework. This provides a social 

space, and a break, as well as empowering them by increasing their skills in the 

workplace.

Research the sub-company/union that hires these cleaners to learn about their ��

working conditions; raise awareness by protesting, writing articles for the press, etc.

Lobby law enforcement to enforce the minimum wage and working conditions laws, if ��

they are being broken in this situation 

If the need exists, lobby legislators to change or add laws that protect workers’ rights. ��
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Discussion:

Ask participants the following questions, allowing for a brief discussion to take place:

Which of these responses are you most likely to do, really?��

Think about a community leader or social activist that you admire. What do you think ��

he or she would do? 

Think of someone you know who would respond differently from you. Why do you ��

think they would they respond that way?

Social Action Typologies

Any given social problem may be addressed in a variety of ways. In this session, we help 

you, as social activists, explore the different ways of responding to challenges, using both 

Western and Jewish lenses. The first typology we encounter is Jack Westheimer’s model 

of the “Three Kinds of Citizens.” Then we look at a Jewish typology, via text study. Based 

on each of these approaches, we will consider the list we generated during the trigger 

twice, and organize it according to each typology. 

Typology 1: Westheimer’s “Three Kinds of Citizens”

Read Joel Westheimer’s typology together as a group, or in pairs. 

Three Kinds of Citizens
Joel Westheimer
 “No Child Left Thinking: Democracy 
At-Risk in American Schools in 
Democratic Dialogue Series” (2008), 
17, 1-10.

In our studies of dozens of programs, we 

identified three visions of “good” citizens 

that help capture the lay of the land when 

it comes to citizenship education in the 

United States: the Personally Responsible 

Citizen; the Participatory Citizen; and the 

Social- Justice Oriented Citizen…

Personally Responsible Citizens 

contribute to food or clothing drives 

when asked and volunteer to help 

those less fortunate whether in a soup 

kitchen or a senior-citizen center. They 

might contribute time, money, or both 

to charitable causes. Both those in the 

character education movement and those 

who advocate community service would 

emphasize this vision of good citizenship. 

They seek to build character and personal 

responsibility by emphasizing honesty, 
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integrity, self-discipline, and hard work. 

Or they nurture compassion by engaging 

students in volunteer community service.

Other educators lean toward a vision of 

the Participatory Citizen. Participatory 

citizens actively participate in the civic 

affairs and the social life of the community 

at local, state/provincial, and national 

levels. Educational programs designed to 

support the development of participatory 

citizens focus on teaching students about 

how government and other institutions 

(e.g., community based organizations, 

churches) work and about the importance 

of planning and participating in organized 

efforts to care for those in need, for 

example, or in efforts to guide school 

policies. While the personally responsible 

citizen would contribute cans of food for 

the homeless, the participatory citizen 

might organize the food drive.

A third image of a good citizen, and perhaps 

the perspective that is least commonly 

pursued, is of individuals who know how 

to critically assess multiple perspectives. 

They are able to examine social, political, 

and economic structures and explore 

strategies for change that address root 

causes of problems. We called this kind 

of citizen the Social-Justice Oriented 

Citizen because the programs fostering 

such citizenship emphasize the need for 

citizens to be able to think about issues 

of fairness, equality of opportunity, and 

democratic engagement. They share with 

the vision of the Participatory Citizen an 

emphasis on collective work related to the 

life and issues of the community. But the 

nature of these programs gives priority to 

students thinking independently, looking 

for ways to improve society, and being 

thoughtfully informed about a variety of 

complex social issues. These programs 

are less likely to emphasize the need 

for charity and volunteerism as ends 

in themselves, and more likely to teach 

about ways to effect systemic change. 

If Participatory Citizens organize the 

food drive and Personally Responsible 

Citizens donate food, the Social-Justice 

Oriented Citizens — our critical thinkers 

— ask why people are hungry, then act on 

what they discover.

Dr. Joel Westheimer is the 

University Research Chair in the 

Sociology of Education at the 

University of Ottowa. He lectures 

internationally on democracy 

and education, service learning, 

and academic freedom.
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In your opinion, what are the strengths and weaknesses of the different citizen types?��

From: J Westheimer, & J. Kahne, “What Kind of Citizen? The Politics of Educating 
for Democracy,”
American Educational Research Journal (2004), 41, 237-269.

Western Typology Exercise: 

After learning Westheimer’s typology, refer back to the list generated during the session’s 

trigger, and reorganize the responses, according to Westheimer’s categories.  Which type 

of citizen would respond to the dilemma in which way(s)? 
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Typology 2: Jewish Lens

Jewish tradition has many words for doing good. 

How can we make sense of them all? What do they really mean? 

Participants should be divided into chevrutot (pairs) and spend time doing the Text Study 

below. Afterwards, they should remain in pairs to complete the exercise that follows, 

which will help them process the typology. 

For the facilitator: 

This chart was created for you, to help you crystalize the differences between the terms 

that the text study addresses. As a reference and analysis tool, it may help highlight some 

of the nuances and enable you to answer questions from participants more easily.
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Chessed Tzedakah Tzedek

Related 

terminology
משפט / תיקון עולם                                        חמלה

Definition
individual acts of 

loving-kindness

individual and/or 

communal acts of 

philanthropy

the pursuit of justice 

through systemic 

and structural 

reform

Examples bikkur cholim
leket, shikecha, peah, 

ma'aser

minimum wage, 

handicap 

accessibility

Voluntary / 

Obligatory
voluntary

obligatory/

commandment

obligatory/

commandment

Contact 

between giver 

& beneficiary?

personal (close 

contact)
both distant 

Who qualifies?
Living or dead; the 

weak
living only; the needy living only; the needy

Medium used 

to conduct act
time; energy money/materials

time; money; 

coordinated 

manpower energy; etc.

This chart was developed from the sources in the text study below, especially those by 

Dyonna Ginsburg and Rabbi Yuval Cherlow. 

Recommended Reading:

We highly encourage the facilitator, as well as any interested participants, to read Rabbi 

Yuval Cherlow’s thorough article (in Hebrew), “חסד ואמת נפגשו - על הבחנה בין צדק לחסד“ 

for a deeper understanding of the concepts: http://www.ypt.co.il/show.asp?id=41134 

http://www.ypt.co.il/show.asp?id=41134
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Text Study: Between Tzedek, 

Tzedakah & Chessed

Defining the Terms

Dyonna Ginsburg 
“Re-anchoring Universalism 
to Particularism: The Potential 
Contribution of Orthodoxy to the 
Pursuit of Tikkun Olam,” in The 
Orthodox Forum: Next Generation Of 
Modern Orthodoxy, ed. Shmuel Hain, 
Yeshiva University,2012.

…we must first make a brief digression and 

define four terms, which are often used 

interchangeably and indiscriminately by 

others, but will be used separately and 

consistently throughout the rest of this 

paper:  Chesed,  Tzedakah,  Tzedek, and 

tikkun olam. These definitions are not meant 

to be fully accurate in a pure etymological 

sense; rather, they are intended to provide 

practical labels for distinguishing between 

discrete concepts. While admittedly, in the 

classical sources, these terms contain a 

range of definitional possibilities, for our 

purposes they mean the following: 

(1)  Chesed—individual acts of 

loving-kindness, 

(2)  Tzedakah—individual and/or 

communal acts of philanthropy, 

(3)  Tzedek—the pursuit of justice 

through systemic and structural 

reform, and 

(4) tikkun olam—our moral 

responsibility as Jews to the non-

Jewish world. 

Hesed,  Tzedakah, and  Tzedek describe 

three different means at our disposal to help 

people in need, whether they are Jews or 

non-Jews. If we encounter a hungry person, 

whether or not he is Jewish, we can either 

choose to feed him (an act of  Chesed), give 

him money to buy food (Tzedakah), or ask 

why he is hungry in the first place and lobby 

for governmental reform so that fewer 

people go hungry in the future ( Tzedek). 

Tikkun olam, in contrast, refers not to a 

particular means at our disposal, but to 

a specific target population; namely, the 

non-Jewish world. Tikkun olam expresses 

our moral responsibility to non-Jews, 

regardless of whether we choose to use  
Chesed,  Tzedakah, or  Tzedek as our modus 

operandi.

Dyonna Ginsburg is the Director 

of Jewish Service Learning at 

the Jewish Agency. Previously, 

Dyonna served as the Executive 

Director of Bema’aglei Tzedek, 

an Israeli social change 

organization, and was a founder 

of Siach: An Environment and 

Social Justice Conversation, an 

international network of Jewish 

social justice and environmental 

professionals.

In light of these Jewish terms, which ��

of Westheimer’s “citizens” would 

be comparable to “tzedek”? Which 

would be comparable to “tzedakah”? 

To “chessed”?
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חסד ואמת נפגשו - על 
הבחנה בין צדק לחסד      

הרב יובל שרלו )2011(

Chessed and Truth Meet: 
On Differentiating between           
Tzedek and Chessed
 Rabbi Yuval Cherlow (2011)

חשיבות ההפרדה וההבחנה בין צדק וחסד:

הבחנה זו חשובה בעיקר בשל סכנת העדפת האחד 

עמיתו חסר. פעמים  כי  לב  לשים  בלי  על השני 

רבות מתברר כי הבוחר בחסד אטום ואדיש לממדי 

הצדק שבמידות הטובות. אטימות זו נובעת מזיהוי 

עיסוקו  ובשל  הצדק,  ובין  החסד  שבין  מוטעה 

האינטנסיבי בחסד הוא סובר בטעות כי פעילותו 

מספקת, ועל כן הוא מזניח את השאיפה לתיקון 

יסודות הצדק החברתי. קו המחשבה של העוסק 

וולונטרית,  שעיקרה  פעילות  כאמור  הוא  בחסד 

ללא בחינה מתמדת של שאלות השוויון והצדק; 

להתפארות  גלישה  סכנת  קיימת  בה  פעילות  זו 

עצמית, ולפעילות הנובעת מאינטרסים של מעניק 

החסד ולא של הצרכים האמיתיים.

וחסד  צדק  שבין  להבחנה  הלב  תשומת  חוסר 

יש עימות  בא לידי ביטוי בסוגיות מרתקות בהן 

מסוים בין מדיניות של חסד וצדק, ובעיקר כאשר 

הדוגמאות  אחת  לזה.  ובחסד  לזה  בצדק  מדובר 

עוול  שעשה  באדם  מדובר  כאשר   … החשובות 

לחבירו. פעמים רבות אנו מוצאים כי בשל הרצון 

את  לו  להאיר  ולנסות  הפושע,  עם  חסד  לעשות 

דרך התיקון והיכולת להשתלב בחברה, מסולקת 

המשפט  עשיית  וחובת  ממקומה,  הצדק  שאלת 

ראויה  שאינה  החמרה  מוצאים  אנו  הפוגע.  עם 

בדיני לשון הרע במקום בו החמרה זו מביאה לידי 

מישראל  הרע  ביעור  חובת  של  נוראה  השמטה 

ועשיית צדק עם הצד הנפגע; 

The importance of differentiating and 

distinguishing between tzedek and 

chessed:

This distinction is important mainly 

because of the risk that a person may 

inadvertently prefer one, without realizing 

that the other is neglected. Oftentimes, it 

turns out that one who prefers chessed 

is indifferent to the dimensions of tzedek 

and its many virtues. This indifference 

is due to a misunderstanding of the 

concepts chessed and tzedek, as well 

as to an intense preoccupation with 

chessed, which can mistakenly lead one 

to believe that they have done their 

part, causing them to neglect their desire 

correct the foundations of social justice. 

The mentality of a chessed activist is 

primarily voluntary, and does not engage 

with questions of equality and justice; this 

mode of activism risks falling into self-

aggrandizement and is often motivated 

by the interests of the chessed-doer, 

rather than true needs.
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משאבים,  חלוקת  של  שונות  שיטות  מוצאים  אנו 

שאינם נובעות מהניסיון לחתור לשוויון ולאמת, כי 

מעולם  הלקוחות  מחשבה  ממטבעות  נובעות  אם 

החסד והתחושה הפנימית. אלה מצבים של פגיעה 

בצדק על ידי עודף חסד.  

הדברים נכונים כמובן גם מהכיוון ההפוך. קו מחשבה 

מתמיד של צדק שופט כל תיקון חברתי באמת המידה 

לדוגמה, העיקרון  של המשפט. מבחינה משפטית, 

של "שלי שלי, שלך שלך" הוא עיקרון יסוד, והוא 

מדובר  אין  המשפט.  של  היסודיות  המטרות  אחת 

רק בתהליך שיפוטי, כי אם גם במדיניות כללית של 

צדק חלוקתי. ברם, המשנה במסכת אבות )פ"ה מ"י( 

מלמדת אותנו כי ניתן להתבונן על מדיניות כזו כעל 

מדיניות של סדום…

חברה של צדק היא חברה של מחסומים ושומרי סף, 

המגינים בקנאות על רכושו של היחיד, ולבם אינו 

שהצדק  חברה  זו  להם;  מחוצה  שהוא  למה  פתוח 

עיניים  מתוך  ולא  משפטי,  מבט  מתוך  בה  נמדד 

מוסריות או מלאות חמלה.

Not attending to the distinction between 

tzedek and chessed manifests itself when 

there is a confrontation between a policy 

of chessed and tzedek, especially when 

it comes to tzedek and chessed to each 

other. An important example is... someone  

who commits an injustice to another. 

Oftentimes, we find that out of our desire 

to do kindness to the offenders, to try 

to light the way, to correct them, and in 

attempt to reintegrate them into society, 

the question of justice is removed from 

the equation, and the obligation to 

follow the law is on the offender. We 

find disproportionate severity in laws 

regarding lashon harah (derogatory 

speech) in situations where this severity 

leads us to neglect our responsibility 

to eradicate evil from among Israel 

and pursue justice for the victim; we 

find different divisions for distributing 

resources, which are not driven by an 

attempt to strive for equality and truth, 

but rather by principles from the world 

of chessed and personal intuition. These 

are cases where tzedek is compromised 

or neglected due to excess chessed. 

This is of course true in the opposite 

direction as well. The constant tzedek-

mentality assesses every single social 

reform by legal criteria. Legally, for 

example, the principle of “what’s mine 

is mine, what’s yours is yours” is a basic 

fundamental, and is one of the primary 

goals of the legal system. This is not only 

a judicial process, but also the general 

policy of distributive justice. However, 

Rabbi Cherlow is an Israeli Modern 

Orthodox rabbi and is considered 

an authority on Jewish law. He 

is the Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshivat 

Hesder Petach Tikvah, and is 

a founding member of Tzohar, 

an organization that strives to 

influence public discourse in 

Israel regarding urgent issues on 

the agenda of the State and the 

Jewish people in general. He has 

published widely and with renown 

on contemporary halakhic issues, 

among others (in Hebrew).
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In what way does this text touch on the Project TEN experience?��

Is your volunteer work on Project TEN �� “chessed” or “tzedek”? If chessed, how would 

you imagine taking it to the “tzedek” level, and vice versa. 

On the Relationship between Chessed and Tzedakah
  
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sukkah, 
49b 

:תלמוד בבלי, מסכת סוכה מט

Our rabbis taught: There are three 

ways in which deeds of loving-kindness 

[chessed] are greater even than 

tzedakah. Tzedakah is done with money; 

chessed with time or money. Tzedakah 

can be done only towards the poor; but 

chessed can be directed towards the rich 

and poor alike. Tzedakah is only for the 

living; chessed can be shown to the living 

or the dead.

חסדים  גמילות  גדולה  דברים  בשלשה  רבנן:  תנו 
יותר מן הצדקה צדקה בממונו גמילות חסדים בין 

בגופו בין בממונו צדקה לעניים גמילות חסדים בין 

לעניים בין לעשירים צדקה לחיים גמילות חסדים 

בין לחיים בין למתים

Tractate Sukkah is the Talmudic tractate primarily dealing with matters pertaining 

to the holiday of Sukkot

Do you agree with the hierarchy described here?��

  
Babylonian Talmud,  Bava Batra 9a תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא בתרא דף ט עמוד א

Rabbi Assi said, Charity (tzedakah) is as 

important as all the other commandments 

put together. 

ואמר רב אסי: שקולה צדקה כנגד כל המצות

Bava Batra is the Talmudic tractate dealing with matters pertaining to civil law, 

specifically the laws and concept of ownership.

Does this quote contradict the one from Tractate Sukkah, above?��

If so, which are you more inclined to agree with? ��     
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Rambam, Guide to the Perplexed, 3:53 ספר מורה הנבוכים חלק ג פרק נג

This chapter includes an interpretation of 

the meaning of three terms that we have 

need of interpreting: namely, chessed, 

mishpat (judgment), and tzedakah. We 

have already explained in the commentary 

on Avoth that the meaning of chessed 

is excess in whatever matter excess is 

practiced. In most cases, however, it is 

applied to excess in beneficence. Now it 

is known that beneficence includes two 

notions, one of them consisting in the 

exercise of beneficence toward one who 

had no right at all to claim this from you, 

and the other consisting in the exercise 

of beneficence toward one who deserves 

it, but in a greater measure than he 

deserves it. In most cases the prophetic 

books use the word chessed in the sense 

of practicing beneficence toward one 

who has no right at all to claim this from 

you. Therefore every benefit that comes 

from Him, may He be exalted, is called 

chessed... The word tzedakah is derived 

from tzedek, which means justice; justice 

being the granting to everyone who has 

a right to something, that which he has 

a right to and giving to every being that 

which corresponds to his merits. 

זה הפרק כולל פירוש עניני שלשה שמות שהוצרכנו 

בארנו  וכבר  וצדקה,  ומשפט  חסד  והם  לפרשם, 

בפירוש אבות שחסד ענינו ההפלגה באי זה דבר 

שמפליגים בו, ושמשו בו בהפלגת גמילות הטוב 

ענינים.  שני  כולל  הטוב  שגמילות  וידוע  יותר, 

האחד מהם לגמול טוב מי שאין לו חק עליך כלל. 

והשני להטיב למי שראוי לטובה יותר ממה שהיו 

ראוי. ורוב שמוש ספרי הנבואה במלת חסד הוא 

בהטבה למי שאין לו חק עליך כלל, ומפני זה כל 

טובה שתגיעך מאתו ית< תקרא חסד...

היושר,  והוא  מצדק,  נגזרת  היא  צדקה,  ומלת 

והיושר הוא להגיע כל בעל חק לחקו, ולתת לכל 

נמצא מן הנמצאות כפי הראוי לו,

Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, 

a.k.a. Maimonides (1138-1204) 

was the leading Torah scholar 

of his day and his influence 

continues to the present.  He 

was a halakhist, a philosopher, 

doctor to the caliph, and the 

leader of the Jewish community. 

His most famous works are 

Mishneh Torah (halakhah) and 

Moreh Nevukhim/Guide for the 

Perplexed (philosophy).

How does the Rambam differentiate between �� chessed and tzedakah?
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Tzedek vs. Tzedakah & Chessed / Personal and Collective 

Identities

… Chesed demands that if two individuals, one wheelchair-bound and one able-bodied, 

approach a building that is not handicap accessible, the latter should lift the former, so 

that he can get inside. While fully acknowledging that the act of lifting a wheelchair-bound 

person is both sacred and necessary,   Tzedek maintains that citizens must work together 

to ensure that buildings are handicap accessible from the outset, so that individuals with 

disabilities do not need to rely on the kindness of others to enter the building.  Chesed 

and  Tzedakah demand that we deliver food packages to the hungry;  Tzedek insists that 

we ensure that the working poor earn a livable wage, so that they can provide for their 

own families with dignity, as opposed to relying on others to put bread on the table. It 

is important to note that a  Tzedek-centered approach is not new to Jewish tradition. 

As Rabbi Yaakov Ariel, chief rabbi of Ramat Gan and one of the leaders of the Religious 

Zionist movement in Israel, wrote, 

in Jewish tradition, we find two approaches—the communal system, which 

collected taxes from individuals and thereby ensured that poor people were 

taken care of in a systemic way, and simultaneously the individual obligation to 

Torat  Chesed, which demands that every Jew aid the weak, visit the sick, comfort 

the mourner, provide for the bride, rejoice with the groom, lift the heart of the 

widow, and help the orphan. . . . [today] the voice of torah is not heard enough 

when it comes to Tzedek. It is inaccurate to say that the torah doesn’t have a 

voice in these matters. It most certainly does.

by Dyonna Ginsburg, “Re-anchoring Universalism to Particularism: The Potential 

Contribution of Orthodoxy to the Pursuit of Tikkun Olam,” in The Orthodox 

Forum: Next Generation Of Modern Orthodoxy, ed. Shmuel Hain, Yeshiva 

University,2012.

In what ways does a collective body contribute that an individual cannot necessarily do? ��
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Tzedek and Chessed: 
Rethinking the 
Relationship between 
Advocacy and Service
By Sidney Schwarz, Zeek Magazine, 
2010

…One program that I created, almost 

by accident, became the inspiration to 

modify our pedagogic approach. One 

evening, when I was leaving our hotel in 

the Foggy Bottom section of Washington, 

I passed by an African-American man. 

When I greeted him, he proceeded to tell 

me that he was the “mayor” of a village of 

homeless people just a few blocks away. 

Somewhat skeptical but also intrigued, I 

followed the man, whose name was Jesse, 

to the Federal Reserve Building that sits 

opposite the U.S. Department of State. 

Sure enough, next to each column of the 

building, clusters of homeless people were 

sitting or lying on blankets — perhaps 40 

or 50 in all. As Jesse led me around the 

building to introduce me, many greeted 

with him with the salutation: “Mayor.”

Jesse had gathered homeless folk from 

around the city to create a small homeless 

community. It would form each evening 

and disappear each morning as the 

Federal Reserve returned to its “day job” 

of controlling the U.S. currency. Jesse 

understood that the community could 

provide both safety and companionship. 

He was more than a community organizer 

(thus his title of “mayor”). He was also 

part social worker and part rebbe... It 

didn’t take me long to modify the PANIM 

program so that every seminar included 

an encounter with the homeless… 

…First, service did not require anyone to be 

a political junkie. It only required having a 

compassionate heart and being exposed 

to real people who were ill, disabled, or 

victims of social inequities…Second, while 

political advocacy often requires teens to 

embed themselves in organizations or in 

the offices of legislators to learn the ins 

and outs of the political process, service 

provided an activity that was far more 

accessible for most teens… 

…students who worked in a soup kitchen 

on Monday morning would visit a place 

like the Food Research and Action 

Center, an NGO that lobbies for greater 

availability of food stamps, on Tuesday. 

Or a group that spent time in a D.C. public 

school, working with children on their 

reading and seeing the lack of equipment 

and resources in the facility, might visit 

with an official at the D.C. State Board 

of Education the next day. Whatever 

the pairing, the service experience was 

intended to get our students closer to 

the pain and brokenness of the world and 

to make them realize that their time and 

compassion could offer a healing balm 

for those less fortunate than themselves. 

The advocacy visit was to help students 

understand how so many of the problems 

they saw firsthand during community 
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service might be addressed through 

programs or services that could be 

created by legislation or policy initiatives 

at the local, state, or federal levels.

…We used the term tzedek to describe 

advocacy and chesed to describe 

service. We looked at Jewish texts that 

made it clear that both were important 

even as they were pursued differently. 

Sometimes we would brainstorm several 

social problems and ask of the students: 

How would you address a certain problem 

via tzedek? Via chesed? It became clear 

that while some social problems could be 

addressed via both advocacy and service, 

other issues required one or the other…

Rabbi Sidney Schwarz is a 

senior faculty member at CLAL, 

the National Jewish Center for 

Learning and Leadership; the 

director of the national interfaith 

project, Faith and the Common 

Good; and founder of Panim, the 

Institute for Jewish Leadership 

and Values. He is author most 

recently of Judaism and Justice: 

The Jewish Passion to Repair the 

World, and, in 2007, was ranked 

by Newsweek among the 50 most 

influential rabbis in America. 

Also see this video retelling 

of the history of Panim first 

published by JInsider: 

http://youtu.be/8bqXRu__u8E 

Chessed and Truth 
Meet: On differentiating 
between Tzedek and 
Chessed
Rabbi Yuval Cherlow (2011)

It is therefore concluded that the 

distinction between the different 

areas will be most fruitful when there 

is commitment to both of the areas 

together, rather than focusing in one 

orientation alone.

חסד ואמת נפגשו - על 
הבחנה בין צדק לחסד

הרב יובל שרלו )2011(

בין  ההבחנה  זו:  אפוא  היא  הדברים  מסקנת 

במקום  מרובה,  לברכה  תביא  השונים  התחומים 

בו המחויבות תהיה לשני התחומים גם יחד, והיא 

לא תתמקד בכיוון אחד בלבד

http://youtu.be/8bqXRu__u8E
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Emotional Involvement 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
To Heal a Fractured World: the Ethics 
of Responsibility (2005), p. 51 

Helpful in this context is the distinction 

suggested by the Israeli philosopher 

Avishai Margalit between morality and 

ethics. Morality refers to the universal 

principles we use in dealings with 

humanity in general: our relationships 

with strangers. Ethics, by contrast, refers 

to our relationships with those with 

whom we share a special bond of shared 

memory and belonging: family, friends, 

fellow countrymen, or people with whom 

we share a faith. The two systems have 

a different tonality: “Morality is greatly 

concerned, for example, with respect 

and humiliation…Ethics, on the other 

hand, is greatly concerned with loyalty 

and betrayal…” This is the best way of 

understanding the difference between 

tzedek and mishpat on the one hand, 

hessed and rahamim on the other. 

Tzedek and mishpat belong to morality. 

Hessed and rahamim belong to ethics. 

The former are about justice, the latter 

about loving attention, for which the 

simplest English term is care. Justice is 

and must be impersonal. “You shall not 

recognize persons in judgment” says 

Deuteronomy (16:19). The beauty of 

justice is that it belongs to a world of 

order constructed out of universal rules 

through which each of us stands equally 

before the law.  Hessed, by contrast, is 

intrinsically personal. We cannot care for 

the sick, bring comfort to the distressed 

or welcome a visitor impersonally. If 

we do so, it merely shows that we have 

not understood what these activities 

are. Justice demands disengagement… 

Hessed is an act of engagement. Justice 

is best administered without emotion. 

Hessed  exists only in virtue of emotion, 

empathy and sympathy, feeling-with and 

feeling-for. We act with kindness because 

we know what it feels like to be in need 

of kindness. We comfort the mourners 

because we know what it is to mourn. 

Hessed requires not detached rationality 

but emotional intelligence. 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks (b. 1948) 

is the former Chief Rabbi of the 

United Hebrew Congregations 

of the Commonwealth (United 

Kingdom). He has published 

widely on topics of Judaism’s 

encounter with the modern 

world.  In 2005, he was knighted 

by Queen Elizabeth II.

Do you feel that you have a covenantal ��

connection to some that you do not 

have to others? 

What are the strengths and ��

weaknesses of personal versus 

impersonal good deeds? 



333

Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I
Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I

Tzedek, Tzedakah, Chessed��

Jewish Typology Exercise:

Have the participants read the 3 dilemmas below in pairs, and come up with solutions that 

ring true to their understanding of each of the 3 types of actions. They should draw from 

the text study. 

Dilemma
Possible Solutions

Chessed Tzedakah Tzedek

1

On your way to 

and from college, 

you notice dozens 

of elderly people 

sitting alone on 

various park 

benches, day after 

day, all day, seeming 

to do nothing at all. 

How might this 

problem be 

addressed?

2

You read in the 

newspaper that the 

drop-out rate in the 

local high school 

that you attended 

is at an all-time 

high. In addition, the 

article claims that 

all of the kids from 

“good” homes in the 

neighborhood are 

attending schools 

outside the district.  

How might this 

problem be 

addressed?
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Chessed Tzedakah Tzedek

3

(From the session’s 

trigger)

Lately, you find 

yourself staying 

in the office late 

several nights a 

week. You have 

come to know the 

cleaning woman 

who is there after-

hours. One night, 

you notice her rifling 

through the garbage 

for food. The next 

day, you speak 

to the janitorial 

supervisor and 

discover that several 

members of the 

cleaning staff aren't 

making ends meet.

How might this 

problem be 

addressed?

Place your earlier 

responses into these 

categories, and/or 

add new responses. 

Conclusion: 

Gather the group together and have them to share some of their suggested solutions to 

the dilemmas, explaining why they fall under the category type they chose. 


