
 

 

Menschlichkeit 101—Nedivut/Generosity 
 
A. The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language 
Generosity: 1. Liberality in giving or willingness to give: a philanthropist's 
generosity. 
2. Kindness or magnanimity: spoke of his rival with generosity. 
3. Amplitude; abundance: the generosity of the salaries. 
4. A generous act: “The cries of welcome recalled vanished generosities of the old 
city” (Lawrence Durrell). 
 
B. A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew Language for 
Readers of English, by Ernest Klein 

 .to incite, impel  בדנ
    — Qal - בַדָנ  he incited, impelled. 
    — Niph. - 1   בַּדִנ was donated;  2 he gave willingly, donated.  
    — Pi. - בֵּדִנ  he gave willingly, donated.  
    — Hith. - 1   בֵּדַנְתִה he volunteered;  2 he offered free will offerings. [Aram. בַדְנ  (= 
was willing), בֵּדַנ  (= he did willingly), BAram. ּובַּדַנְתִה  (= they have freely offered), 
Arab. nadaba (= he called, impelled, incited), naduba (= was noble, was willing, 
was generous).]  

בדנ adj.  1 willing, voluntary.  2 liberal, generous, noble-minded. [From  ביִדָנ .] 

ביִדָנ f.n. MH generosity. [Formed from  תּוביִדְנ  with suff. ◌ תּו .] 
 
C. Passage relating to soliciting donations to the Mishkan/Taernacle 
Speak to the B’nei Yisrael and have them take for Me a terumah-offering. From 
every person whose heart impels him to generosity [asher yid’venu libo]... [Ex. 
25:2] 

From every person— God commanded that the procedure should not be like 
the imposition of everyone’s contribution for the public charity fund which 
was treated as a tax. Contributions were to be accepted only from 
volunteers. (Sforno) 
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D. A Plague on Your House 
When you enter the land of Canaan that I give you as a possession, and I inflict 
an eruptive plague upon a house in the land you possess, the owner of the house 
shall come and tell the priest, saying, “Something like a plague has appeared upon 
my house.” The priest shall order the house cleared before the priest enters to 
examine the plague, so that nothing in the house may become unclean; after that 
the priest shall enter to examine the house. (Leviticus 14:33-36) 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani says that Rabbi Yoḥanan says: Leprous marks 
come and afflict a person for seven sinful matters: … [And one of them is] 
for stinginess, as it is written: “Then he that owns the house shall come and 
tell the priest, saying: There seems to me to be as it were a mark in the house” 
(Leviticus 14:35). And the school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: The verse calls 
him the one who owns the house because it is referring to one who was stingy 
and treated his house as being exclusively his. (Talmud Tractate Arakhin 16a) 

Rashi: He wants to keep his possessions to himself and not lend them to 
others. 

A person says to his neighbor, “Lend me a kav of wheat.” 
The neighbor replies: “I have none.” 
“Then a kav of barley?” 
“I have none.” 
A woman says to her neighbor: “Lend me a sifter.” 
She replies, “I have none.” 
“Lend me a sieve?” 
She replies, “I have none.” 

What does the Holy One do? He brings a plague on the house, and when 
the man is forced to take out all of his belongings, everyone sees and they say, 
“Didn’t he say that he had nothing? Look how much wheat he has! How much 
barley! How many dates there are here!” (Midrash Vayikra Rabbah 17) 

“The priest shall order the stones with the plague in them to be pulled out and cast 
outside the city into an unclean place — that is to say, to remove the heart of 
stone from within him and then he will return/repent and he and his house will 
be healed.” (Mordecai Hacohen) 

E. The Book of Ruth 
Now it came to pass in the days when the judges judged, that there was a famine 
in the land, and a man went from Bethlehem of Judah to sojourn in the fields of 
Moab, he and his wife and his two sons. (1:1) 

And a man went: He was very wealthy, and the leader of the generation. He 
left the Land of Israel for regions outside the Land because of stinginess, for 
he begrudged [literally: “his eye was narrow toward”] the poor who came to 
urge him [to give]; therefore he was punished. (Rashi) 
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F. And Rabbi Elazar said: The reward for charity is paid from Heaven only in 
accordance with the kindness and generosity included therein and in 
accordance with the effort and the consideration that went into the giving. It is 
not merely in accordance with the sum of money, as it is stated: “Sow to 
yourselves according to charity [tzedakah], and reap according to kindness 
[ḥesed]	(Hosea 10:12).” (Talmud Tractate Sukkah 49b) 

G. “Only according to the hesed in it” — The giving is the tzedakah and the effort 
[of giving] is the hesed. For instance, delivering it to the other's house, or making 
an effort to ensure that it will be worth more to the recipient, such as giving 
baked bread; or clothes to wear; or coins when produce is readily available so 
the latter will not waste the money; that is, a person applies their heart and mind 
to the benefit of the poor person. 

H. All who give tzedekah to the poor with a frown while looking at the ground, 
even if they give a thousand gold coins, they lose whatever merit they might have 
achieved. Rather, one should give with a smile, with joy, and empathize with the 
recipient in their pain as it says, “Do I not weep for the unfortunate? Do I not 
grieve for the needy? (Job 31:25).” (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Gifts to the Poor, 10:4, 
Maimonides) 

I. In Pirket Avot 3:15 we read, “All is according to the abundance of deed.” This 
pasuk [verse] teaches us that giving once is okay but it is not enough. Generosity 
is about opening up our hearts to always give. This is the first type of giving 
mentioned in the Torah and it is called t’rumah. Nedivut is giving with full heart, 
without judgment. When we give to someone in this way, we are giving not only 
from our heart, but a piece of our heart. This giving adds to us rather than 
detracts from us. In fact, the more we give, the more we get. This type of giving 
is giving from the soul and it is here that we experience the presence of God. 

In Orchot Tzaddikim, Nedivut is translated as magnanimity and it can also 
be defined as being very generous or forgiving. This helps us understand that 
Nedivut is so much more than giving someone money or material items. It also 
means giving of our time and energy. Even more so, it is about jumping at the 
opportunity to give—about looking for opportunities to give. It is about giving to 
many people many times. 

The yetzer hara can trick us into rationalizing why we cannot afford to give. 
Some of these reasons might sound very legitimate such as currently feeling 
deprived or having a deprived childhood. Take the time to recognize this 
rationalization as a fear you have the opportunity to challenge, to push your 
comfort zone. Engaging in Nedivut, giving to another, even if it is uncomfortable 
at first, enables us to rewire ourselves internally so that ultimately giving will be 
second nature to us and something we will wake up each morning waiting to do. 
(Rabbi Ira Stone) 

J. Nedivut-type generosity comes not from obligation nor rational thought, but 
out of an irresistible feeling that stirs deep within. Your heart compels your hand 
to dig into your pocket. It's a movement of the soul that erupts when you are 
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pierced by the recognition of your direct connection to another soul. I give to you 
because your need is my need, your suffering is my suffering. I feel one with you 
and respond as freely as if for myself. 
The overall goal of Mussar practice is to help us fulfill our potential to really live 
as the holy souls we are. To move toward holiness, one must yearn for it. One 
must be propelled by a spiritual willingness -- nedivut ha-lev -- a generosity of 
the heart. 

Because we live in a money-centric culture, we tend to think of generosity 
only as a question of reaching into our wallets. But as with all character traits, 
generosity is a trait of the soul and so it can find expression in many ways, 
including how you share your time, your energy, and your possessions. When 
your heart is guided by an open, trusting, voluntary, inspired, internal 
motivation that overflows from the depth of your caring in response to the needs 
of, or love for, another, you will always find a way to respond. 

If you have money in your pocket, you give money. If you have no money 
but there's food in your home, you give food. If there's no food in your home but 
ideas in your mind, you give helping words. If there are no words in your mouth 
but love in your heart, you offer your heart itself. 

We are naturally inclined to give like that, but we can act on that inclination 
only when our heart is open. That isn't always the case. When our hearts are 
closed or walled off, we are suffering from a spiritual ailment that the Mussar 
teachers have called timtum ha-lev, literally meaning a stopped-up heart. Think 
of Pharaoh. Instead of being open, flowing, and generous, we are sluggish, 
constipated, and unwilling at our core. 

Why does that happen to us? If the heart is generous and ready by its 
nature, how does its flow get to be so obstructed that we live without being 
generous? And what can we do about it? 

Sometimes we end up with timtum ha-lev, a stopped-up heart, because we 
willingly blockade our own hearts. We build barriers to separate ourselves from 
others… 

[Another block to generosity is] the tendency to sacrifice the ways of the 
heart for the needs of the ego. The ego sees the riches of the world as a fixed pie, 
and works to get the largest slice, believing that somebody's only going to get 
crumbs. All of this works against the heart's inclination to spontaneous 
generosity. 

Ask yourself: do I give spontaneously from the heart? If you are aware that 
the condition of timtum ha-lev — blockages obstructing the heart -- applies to 
you, then one Mussar approach is to identify the traits that are the source of the 
fear and clutching, and to work on these specific soul-traits. The fears that 
restrain us can be strong and the scars that constrain us can be hard, so you 
can expect to have to be persistent (remembering to be compassionate to yourself 
at the same time) as you look for and then endeavor to adjust the levels of 
your middot, so the heart can fulfill its role. 

Another approach applies more for people whose hearts are being enslaved 
to ego, where the inner voice says, "How can I give when I don't even have enough 
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for ME?" Here you might cultivate a sense that what you do for others is actually 
a great gift to yourself. No one loses. 

In one of his most memorable sayings, Rabbi Salanter comments that "the 
spiritual is higher than the physical, but the physical needs of another are an 
obligation of my spiritual life." In order that I can follow my spiritual path, I have 
to pay attention to the needs of others. Generosity would be one of the most 
accessible ways to do that. 

When an opportunity to be generous presents itself, no inner debate is called 
for. Just do it.  

The Hassidic teacher, Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, teaches that anyone who 
does not practice generosity has "a heart of stone." Don't think about it too much. 
Don't analyze. When an opportunity to be generous presents itself, no inner 
debate is called for. Just do it. That's how you thaw that frozen heart. Each act 
of generosity works to pry open the heart a little, like clearing a blocked stream 
one pebble at a time. The flow of spontaneity is then freed to follow. 

It might seem paradoxical to aim to have your generosity impact your own 
soul, since that would appear to give a reward to the giver. Not so, because of 
the magic of generosity. It rewards all. In Hebrew, the phrase "and they shall 
give" (v'natnu) is spelled vav-nun-tet-nun-vav It's a palindrome, a word that is 
spelled the same way whether you read it left to right or right to left. Such is the 
flow of generosity. 

It isn't enough just to give money or an object; God wants us to give our 
hearts. Wrapped up in our hearts are the inner qualities that can adorn our 
generosity. Will your gift be just a thing, or will it be accompanied by empathy, 
commitment, love or other soul-traits you have the power to cultivate in yourself? 
When you undertake to give your heart, you change an element of yourself. With 
each act of generosity, you make yourself into a more giving (or empathic, or 
committed, or loving, or...) person. And when you change yourself, you change 
the world. 

Ultimately, the reward we reap for generosity is that the presence of God 
dwells among us. 
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K. The Two Seas 
There are two seas in the land of Israel. One is fresh, and fish are in it. 
Splashes of green adorn its bands. Trees spread their branches over it 
and stretch their thirsty roots to sip of its healing waters. Along its 
shores, children play. The River Jordan makes this sea sparkle with 
water from the hills. It laughs in the sunshine. People build their 
homes near to it, and birds their nests; And every kind of life is 
happier because it is there. The River Jordan also flows south 
into another sea. Here this is no splash of fish, no fluttering 
leaf, no song of birds, no children's laughter. Travelers 
choose another route unless on urgent business. The air 
hangs heavily above its waters, and neither person nor 
beast nor fowl will drink. What makes this mighty difference 
in these seas? Not the River Jordan. It empties the same good 
water into both. Not the soil in which they lie. Not the country 
round about. This is the difference. The Sea of Galilee receives 
but does not keep the Jordan. For every drop that flows into it, 
another drop flows out. The giving and receiving go on in equal 
measure. The other sea, however, is shrewd, hoarding its income 
jealously. It will not be tempted into any generous impulse. Every drop it gets, 
it keeps. It lets nothing flow out. The Sea of Galilee gives and lives. The other 
sea gives nothing. It is called The Dead Sea. 
 


