GUIDE TO MA’ASER AND TZEDAKAH
Edited and approved by Rav Moshe Heinemann
We beseech G-d to continually provide us with sustenance in the kindest, most bountiful way possible. Similarly, we should provide assistance to those in need in the same manner. The Tur says (א) “A person should not think, ‘Why should I give away my hard-earned money to poor people?’ Instead, he should realize that G-d entrusted him with enough income to provide for others who are less fortunate.” The Tur continues, “A person will not become poor through giving Tzedakah, [if given according to Halachic guidelines] and it may save him from harsh decrees and even death.” How honored and exalted are we who are empowered to share in G-d’s own work! 

I. Ma’aser is a percentage of one’s net income (Section II) that should be given as charity.

A. One who gives 10% performs the Mitzvah properly. One who gives 20% is considered praiseworthy (ב). One may give more than 20% in certain situations, for example, if one is 1) giving to support Torah study, 2) giving to save a life, 3) extremely wealthy, 4) close to death (ג), etc.

B. One should give Ma’aser unless this would cause him to need Tzedakah himself (ד). One who is in a tight financial situation should consult a Rav.

C. One should calculate how much Ma’aser to give 1) when one receives income 2) periodically during the year or 3) minimally once a year, ו, ז) ה(. The money may be distributed at that time, or when the need arises.

D. If there is more than one wage earner in a household, Ma’aser may be given separately or jointly.
II. Net income is calculated based on one’s income and expenses. Below we have detailed what is included as income and what is subtracted from income when calculating Ma’aser. For purpose of clarification, we have divided income into two categories, personal income and business income.
Ma’aser Formula: Net Income = Income – Expenses. Ma’aser = 10% of Net income

Personal income

1. Included as income are wages, interest and dividends from stocks and bonds (ח), monetary gifts not designated for a specific purpose (ט), social security benefits, alimony, life insurance benefits, inheritance (י), etc. 
2. Subtracted from income are expenses directly related to that income. These expenses include legal/accounting/banking fees directly related to earnings (יא), federal/state/local income taxes, Social Security/Medicare taxes, self-employment taxes (יב), etc. (For more information and examples see section II B 2).

3. Most authorities say that certain expenses may not be subtracted from income, for example, sales tax (יב), household and personal expenses, e.g., clothing, food, mortgage payments, utilities, rent, etc. (יג).

B. Business income – income that comes directly from business earnings.

1. Ma’aser is given from the net income (profit) of the business. For example, if within the Ma’aser accounting period, there are business transactions with income totaling $150,000, and other transactions with losses totaling $50,000, the net income is $100,000 for the period (יב, יד).

2. Subtracted from income are expenses directly related to the running of the business. These expenses include workers’ salaries, rent or mortgage, utilities,  telecommunication, advertising, commuting and transportation, theft, legal/accounting/banking fees, sales tax, interest on loans, liability insurance, health/life insurance for employees (יא), federal/state/local income taxes, Social Security/Medicare taxes, self-employment taxes (יב), etc.

3. One need not give Ma’aser on profit generated in a business when that profit is left in that business, e.g., inventory, money not withdrawn from the account (טו). (However, for IRS purposes, this profit may be taxable income.) When this money is withdrawn, Ma’aser should be given accordingly.
III. Distributing Ma’aser – the categories below are listed in order of importance. They should serve as a general guideline when deciding where to donate one’s Ma’aser.
A. Saving a life (טז)
B. Redeeming a captive (יז)
C. Giving to a person who is destitute
D. Marrying off a poor bride or groom
E. Giving to a person who is poor
F. Giving to a person who will be able to learn Torah only with your financial assistance
G. Giving to an institution of Torah education – day school(יח) , high school, Bais Medrash, Kollel

H. Giving to a Mikvah, Synagogue, Bikur Cholim,) טי ( etc.

I. Giving to Non-profit organizations that help the public, e.g., hospital, American Cancer Society (כ) (Generally, these organizations have widespread support and funding and therefore need less of our contributions.)

IV. Two needs in the same category from the above section should be prioritized in the following order (אכ).

A. Relatives – the closer the relationship, the higher the priority
B. People or institutions in your city
C. People or institutions in Eretz Yisrael
D. People or institutions in your country
E. People or institutions in other countries
V. General rules

A. Feeding the hungry takes precedence over clothing the poor (כב).

B. The needs of a woman take precedence over those of a man (כג).

C. The needs of a greater Torah scholar take precedence over the needs of one with lesser Torah

knowledge (כד).

D. Most of one’s Ma’aser should go to one’s needy relatives, and/or to the needs in one’s city. The balance may go elsewhere (כה).

E. One who makes a commitment to donate money to charity may use Ma’aser money, unless when he made the commitment, he specifically intended to use non-Ma’aser money (כו). 

F. One should not give all his Ma’aser to one need (כז). 

G. One may not use Ma’aser money in order to perform a required Mitzvah, e.g., purchase an Esrog or Tefillin (כח).
H. A Gabbai Tzedakah (one in charge of the distribution of charity money) should follow the directives in section III, IV and V. An individual should follow this order unless he has a valid reason to deviate, e.g., to give to a person or institution from which he received benefit (יב).

I. Supporting Torah institutions (section III G), learning (section III F) and charities (section III H & I) are very important Mitzvos for which one may use Ma’aser funds (כט). However, technically, one only fulfils the specific Mitzvah of Tzedakah when giving money to the poor (ל).

VI. Below are the best ways one can perform the Mitzvah of Tzedakah, listed in descending order (אל).

A. Providing support to someone in a way that will free him from needing charity, e.g., offering employment, partnership, or a loan.

B. Providing Tzedakah in a way that the donor does not know who the recipient is, and the recipient does not know who the donor is. (A charity fund usually works this way).

C. Providing Tzedakah in a way that the donor knows who the recipient is, but the recipient does not know who the donor is.

D. For five more ways a person may give Tzedakah, see Shulchan Aruch Yoreh De’ah Siman 249.
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