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Maimonides on Art and Charity
1180

]:[HE following recommendations and prohibitions are taken
from the Mishneh Torab, the famous law code published in Hebrew
about 1180 by the great Maimonides.

The first selection deals with charity. The point of view ex-
pressed here is that of Maimonides, although it is based in large part
on Talmudic precedents.

The second selection deals with the medieval attitude to the
plastic-arts. The second commandment states specifically (Exodus
20:4): “Thou shalt not make unto thee a graven image, nor an
manner of likeness, of an}rthin_g that is in heaven above, or that 15
in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.” It
seems to have been this injunction which prejudiced the medieval
Jew against the plastic arts. Statues and figures in earlier times had
been associated with Greek and Roman idolatry, and during the
Middle Ages sculpture was linked in the mind of the average Jew
with Christian worship. However, it should be borne in mind that
Maimonides’ pronouncements were not accepted unconditionally
by all Jews. Some rabbis were more strict, others more lenient in
their views.

I. GIFTS TO THE POOR

@ There are eight degrees in the giving of charity, one higher than
the other. The h}ghﬁt degree, than which there is nothing higher,
is to take hold of a Jew who has been crushed and to give him a
'Fift or a loan, or to enter into partnership with him, or to find work
or him, and thus to put him on his feet so that he will not be de-
pendent on his fellow-men. Cun{‘.ﬁrxﬂng this it is said [Leviticus
25:35]: “Then shalt thou upbold him.” Upheld him, so that he
should not fall and become a dependant.

Lower in de$rf:e to this is the one who gives charity [in Hebrew,
“righteousness™] to the poor, but does not know to whom he gives
it, nor does the poor man know from whom he receives it. This
is an unselfish meritorious act comparable to what was done in the
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Chamber of the Secret in the Temple where the charitable would
deposit [alms] secretly and the poor of berter family would help
themselves secretly. Related to this degree is the’giving to the
[public] alms-chest. One should not give to the alms-chest unless
he knows that the officer in charge is reliable, wise, and a capable
administrator, like Hananiah ben Teradion, for example. [This
martyr, (d. about 135), was very scrupulous with charity funds.]
Lower in degree to this is when the giver knows to whom he
gives, but the poor does not know from whom he receives. An
example of this are the great scholars [of Talmudic times] who
used to go about in secret and leave their money at the door of the

poor. This is proper practice, particularly meritorious when the -

officers in charge of charity are not administering properly.

Lower in degree to this is when the poor knows from whom he
receives but the giver does not know to whom he gives. An ex-
ample of this are the great scholars who used to tie up their money
in [the corner of] rEeir cloaks and throw them back over their
shoulders. The poor would then come and take it without being
put to shame. :

Lower in degree to this is when one gives even before he is
asked.

Lower in degree to this is when one gives after he has been
asked.

Lower in degree to this is when one gives less than he should,
but graciously.

Lower in degree to this is when one gives grudgingly.

The great scholars used to give a coin to the poor before every
prayer and then they would pray, for it is said in the Bible [Psalm
17:15]: “As for me, I shall behold Thy face in ‘righteousness’ [that
is, through ‘charity’].”

. Art and Idolatry

@It is forbidden to make images to serve as ornaments even though
they are not to be used for idulatr{‘ because it is said in the Bible
[Exodus z0:20]: “Ye shall not make with Me—gods of silver, or
gods of gold, ye shall not make unto you.” This includes even images
of silver and gold which are only made for ornament, lest fools be
misled by them and think they are for purposes of idolatry. How-
ever, this prohibition against fashioning ornaments applies nnl{ to
the form of the human being, and hence one is not allowed to fashion
any human form either in wood or plaster or in stone. This holds
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when the form is raised like 2 design or a mural relief found in a
reception hall and the like, Whmg::n: fashions these he is to be
punished. However, if the form were to be engraved or painted like
sk:;chns on a{rll:lls or boards, or be like the ﬁggures that are woven
& ; . i
pair:tia:::%:%‘ ehold these are permitted. [There is no objection to
It is Dﬂ?ldﬂf:m to wear a ring that has a seal on it in the form of a
human being, if the form projects, but one may use it for sealing.
_If, hm?evcr, the form is engraved it is permitted to wear it, but it
is forbidden to seal with it, inasmuch as the impression made from
it would consist of a raised form. Similarly it is forbidden to form,
EVEN ON a p_anFI. th_t: likeness of the sun and moon, stars, planets, and
angels, for it is written in the Bible: “Ye shall not make with Me,"”
that is to sa{. you shall not make the likenesses of My servants who
minister before Me on high. [The painting of the heavenly bodies
is forbidden.] One may fashion images of cattle and all other living
beings w1th‘ t|:le exception of man; likewise the forms of trees
plants, and similar things even though the image protrudes. i
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