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SUMMARIES XXI

MAIMONIDES, CHARITY, AND PIOUS FOUNDATIONS

by Menahem Ben-Sasson (pp. 335-387)

The article examines the nature of Maimonides’ involvement in charity and public funds and
its significance in establishing his status as a public leader. It is part of a broader project
that investigates the circumstances under which Maimonides and his descendants became
a ‘dynasty’, which relies on historical documents as well as Maimonides’ theological and
halakhic works. The study analyzes the state of affairs surrounding the Maimonideans’ rise to
headship in Egypt and other Jewish communities and the methods they used to maintain this
control for more than two and a half centuries.

The first part sets out the framework of Egypt’s Jewish philanthropic system. The second
part traces Maimonides’ involvement in this system and points to systemic changes that he
introduced along with their administrative and political implications. The third part discusses
Maimonides’ halakhic and theological teachings on charity and dedications in light of his
involvement in the administration of these systems in his sphere of influence. The first two
parts of the discussion are based primarily on documents found in the Cairo Genizah.

As Head of the Jews, Maimonides was officially responsible for the routine functioning
of the administrative and welfare systems of the communities in Egypt, and those in its
jurisdiction. These responsibilities included supervising the clerks, responsibility for raising
and distributing funds, and general oversight of budgets that amounted to thousands of dinars
per year.

By seeing to the routine management of, and supervision over, these financial resources,
Maimonides managed to strengthen his authority and secure his post. Several reforms to
the system demonstrated his intimate involvement in the most minute details. His personal
contacts with local charity officers resulted in the complete subordination of the administrative
infrastructure to him. His conduct was motivated by a variety of factors, including his
theological and legal concepts of charity, his lack of experience, his recent foreign status, the
need to establish his stature among senior leaders, and the will to build an administration loyal
to him. The pattern of his management activity led to the creation of personal and intensive
ties between Maimonides and the members of the communities.

Behind these personal motivations stood a series of regional conditions that encouraged a
micro-management policy including but not limited to a political, ecological, and economic
crisis and the collapse of the middle class in the community system.

Motivated by both practical interests and intellectual concepts, Maimonides’ monetary and
welfare activities were decisive in rendering him the authoritative public leader whom we all

recognize.
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