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The tzedakah box—whether it is a personal one out of which one gives to the poor, or a box
belonging to a social or educational institution—is part of one’s on-going self-education and the
education of one’s children. It is a constant reminder of a Jew’s obligations to society, of the fact

that the religious life is not confined to ritual alone but entails responsibility to others.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz
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Steinsaltz Talmud,
Ta’anit 24a
Whenever the collectors of
charity caught sight of
Rabbi Eleazar ben Birtah
they would hide them-
selves from him, because
he was in the habit of giv-
ing away to them all that
he had. One day he was
going to the market to buy
a trousseau for his daugh-
ter. When the collectors of
charity caught sight of him
they hid themselves from
him. He ran after them and
said to them: “I beg of you,
[tell me] on what mission
are you engaged?” And
they replied: “[The mar-
riage of] an orphaned
pair.” He said to them: “I
swear, they must take
precedence over my
daughter.” And he took all
that he had and gave to
them. He was left with one
zuz and with this he
bought wheat which he
deposited in the granary.
When his wife returned
home she asked her
daughter: “What did your
father bring home?” She
replied, “He has put in the
granary all that he had
bought.” She thereupon
went to open the door of
the granary and she found
that it was so full of wheat that the wheat protruded through the hinges 
of the door-socket and the door would not open on account of this. The
daughter then went to the Beth-Hamidrash and said to him [her father],
“Come and see what your Friend has done for you.” Whereupon he said to
her, “l swear, they shall be to you as restricted property, and you shall have
no more right to share in them than any poor person in Israel.”

Talmud Ketubot 50a
Rabbi Elai stated: “It
was ordained at Usha
that if a man wishes 
to spend on giving
tzedakah liberally, he
should not be allowed to
spend more than a fifth
of his income.” So it was
also taught: If a man
desires to spend liberally
on giving tzedakah, he
should not spend more
than a fifth, [since by
spending more] he
might himself come to
be in need [of the help]
of people. It once 
happened that a man
wished to spend more
than a fifth but his friend
did not allow him. Who
was the friend? — Rabbi
Yeshebab. Others say
[that the man who
wished to spend was]
Rabbi Yeshebab, but his
friend did not allow him.
And who was it? Rabbi
Akiba. 

Rabbi Nahman, or
as some say, Rabbi Aha
ben Jacob, said: “What
[is the proof from]
Scripture? — ‘And of all
that You shall give me I
will tithe, surely tithe
back to you.’ (Genesis
28:22) But the second

tithe (mentioned in the verse), surely, is not like
the first one?” — Rabbi Ashi replied: “‘I will . . .
tithe, surely tithe’ [implies ‘I will make] the sec-
ond tithe exactly like the first.”
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Deuteronomy 15:7-12
If there is among you a poor man of one of your
brothers inside any of your gates in your land
which the Lord your God gives you, you shall
not harden your heart, nor shut your hand from
your poor brother; but you shall open your hand
wide to him, and shall surely lend him sufficient
for his need, in that which he lacks…You shall
surely give him, and your heart shall not be
grieved when you give to him; because for this
thing the Lord your God shall bless you in all
your works, and in all that you put your hand to. 

Maimonides, Laws of Gifts to the Poor 
9:1 – Any town where Jews dwell is obliged to appoint a col-
lector for tzedaka who is trustworthy and well respected.
They have the responsibility to solicit the community every
Sabbath eve and collect whatever is appropriate for people
to give and whatever has been assessed for one to give.
They then distribute the funds every Sabbath eve and they
give each poor person enough to sustain him for the week.
This is what is commonly called a kupah.

9:3 – We have neither seen nor heard of a community in
Israel that did not have a tzedaka fund...and the custom
today is that the collectors solicit from the community
each day and distribute the funds to the poor on Sabbath
eve.

10:2 – One never becomes poor from giving Tzedaka and
no damage will come to him from giving Tzedaka for the
act of tzedaka brings peace. Anyone who is merciful will
be treated mercifully, as it is written: “...and may He show
you compassion and increase you...” (Deuteronomy
13:18). If a person is cruel and shows no mercy one should
examine his family [to see if he is Jewish]. For cruelty is not
a characteristic that is found among us...
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Rashi on the Rat and the Well 
The ones who killed two people, a story that is found among our narratives: There was a
young man who gave his word to a young maiden that he would marry her. She asked: “Who
will testify to this?” and there was only a well and a rat. The young man said that the well and
the rat will be witnesses. Much later, he broke his promise and married someone else with
whom he gave birth to two sons. One of the sons fell into a well and died, while the other
was bitten by a rat and died. His wife asked: “What has happened that our children have died
in such an unusual fashion?” He answered: “This is why it happened…” 

Arukh, Chulda (Rat) Entry 
Once there was a comely
young maiden who was walk-
ing to her father’s house and
she was adorned with silver
and gold. She lost her way and
ended up in a place that was
beyond where people lived.
When it was already midday,
she became thirsty and was all
alone. At that point, she hap-
pened upon a well, with a
bucket and a rope attached to
it. She grabbed the rope, and
lowered herself into the well.
After she drank, she tried to climb out, but to no avail. She began to cry and shout when a
young man passed by and heard her pleas. He looked down, but he couldn’t see anyone. He
asked: “Who are you? Are you from the human race, or are you a demon?” She answered: “I’m
human.” He said: “Maybe you are a spirit and are trying to deceive me?” She said: “No.” He
said to her: “Swear to me that you are human.” She swore to him. He asked: “What happened
to you?” She told him the whole story. He asked: “If I bring you out of the well, will you marry
me?” She answered: “Yes.” He helped her out immediately. As soon as she came up, he want-
ed to consummate the marriage. She asked him: “Who are your people?” He answered: “I’m
from Israel, from such and such a place, and I’m also a Kohen.” She answered: “I’m also from
that town, from a very well respected family.” She went on and said: “A Holy nation such as
yours that was chosen by the Holy One, and even among them you are most Holy (because of
your priestly status), and you want us to behave like cattle without a marriage contract, and
without a proper betrothal? Come meet my parents and I will be engaged to you.” They made
an agreement with each other. He said to her: “Who will be our witnesses?” At that moment a
rat was near to them. She said to him: “The heavens, this rat and the well will be my witnesses that we will not disappoint one
another.” Each of them went on their way. The young maiden was loyal to her word, and anyone who asked to marry her, she
shunned. Once when they began pressuring her to accept a suitor she feigned madness, rending her clothes, and the clothes of
anyone who came near to her, until nobody would approach her. Thus she kept her promise to this man. But he, once she was out
of sight, his evil inclination allowed her to be out of mind. He forgot his promise and went about his business, until he married some-
one else. His wife conceived and gave birth to a son, who when he was three months old…was strangled to death by a rat. She
conceived again and gave birth to another son who after a short time fell into a well and died. His wife said to him: “If your children
died of natural causes, I would accept that this is the way of the world, but because they have died in such strange ways, tell me
what has caused this calamity?” He told her the story. He then divorced her and she told him to “seek out your portion that God
has given you.” He went to find the young maiden. He went and asked about her in town and he was told that she was possessed
by madness, and anyone who sees her, she treats him thus and so. He went to her father and told him the whole story. He also
said I will accept any shortcoming that she has. He brought witnesses and came to see her, and she started to act in a disturbed
fashion. He then told her the story of the rat and the well. She then said: “I, too, have stayed loyal to my promise.” Immediately,
they became settled in their minds, had many children, and much property.  About them, it is written: “My eyes are with the faith-
ful of the earth” (Psalms 101:6).

Rabbi Ami said: “The rains only come
because of those who keep their word, as
it is written: ‘Truth will flourish from the
earth, and righteousness from the heavens
will be observed’” (Psalms 85:12). Rabbi
Ami added: “Come and see how great are
those who keep their commitments! From
where? Why, from the rat and the well. If
such is the outcome [for breaking a com-
mitment] when one puts one’s trust in a rat
and a well, then all the more so when one
puts one’s trust in The Holy One.”

Tosafot, on the Rat 
and the Well
There was a story of a young
girl, who wished to go to her
father’s house, and there was a
well on the way, and she fell in.
A young man came along and
asked: “If I get you out will you
marry me?” She said, “Yes!”
And they both made an oath
that he would not marry another
and nor would she. She asked,
“Who will testify to this?” And
there happened to be a rat
standing in front of the well.
They both said that they would
be the witnesses, and the two
went on their way. She kept her
oath, but he married another.
His wife gave birth to a son, but
a rat bit him and he died. She
gave birth to another son who
fell into a well and died. His wife
asked: “Why are these things
that usually do not happen to
others happening to us?” He
then remembered his oath, and
told his wife the whole story.
She answered, “If this is so, go
back and take her for a wife.”
He divorced his present wife,
and married the one who kept
her promise. That is why it says:
The one who put his trust in a
rat and a well—who could hold
someone to their promise...
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Ta’anit 8b
Rabbi Yochanan said: Rains cease because of those who pledge to give tzedakah in public,
and then don’t keep their promise, as it is written: “Like clouds, wind—but no rain—is one
who boasts of gifts not given” (Proverbs 25:14).

Talmud Navigator
o From these stories, we see that it is always important to keep promises.  Why is it especially important to keep commit-
ments to tzedakah?
o Why is one who boasts publicly of giving tzedakah but does not, like clouds and wind without rain?
o How does this statement relate to our three versions of the rat and the well?
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Ta’anit 23a-b
Abba Hilkiah was a grandson of
Honi HaMa’agel, and whenever
the world was In need of rain
the Rabbis sent a message to
him and he prayed and rain fell.
Once there was an urgent need
for rain and the Rabbis sent to
him a couple of scholars [to ask
him] to pray for rain… 

He said to his wife: “I know
the scholars have come on
account of rain; let us go up to
the roof and pray; perhaps the
Holy One will have mercy and
rain will fall, without having
credit given to us.” They went
up to the roof; he stood in one
corner and she in another. At
first the clouds appeared over
the corner where his wife stood.
When he came down, he said to
the scholars: “Why have you
scholars come here?” They
replied: “The Rabbis have sent
us to you, Sir, [to ask you] to
pray for rain.” At that he
exclaimed: “Blessed be God,
who has made you no longer
dependent on Abba Hilkiah.”
They replied: “We know that the
rain has come on your account,
but tell us, Sir, the meaning of
these mysterious acts of yours,
which are bewildering to us.
…Why, Sir, did the clouds
appear first in the corner where
your wife stood and then in your
corner?” [He replied]: “Because
a wife stays at home and gives bread to the poor that they can enjoy immediately while I give them money which they cannot
enjoy on the spot. Or perhaps it may have to do with certain robbers in our neighborhood; I prayed that they might die, but
she prayed that they might repent and they did repent.”

An Exercise
After reading both these narratives out loud, have a brief discussion with a partner about the similarities
and differences of these two characters.  Brainstorm the qualities you most admire as well as the ones with
which you are least comfortable. Make a composite of the qualities you both admire from the two person-
alities. Explain your reasons.  What does this tell you about how one should approach giving tzedakah?

Ta’anit 21a
It is related of Nahum of Gamzu that he was blind in both his eyes,
his two hands and legs were amputated, and his whole body was
covered with boils and he was lying in a dilapidated house on a
bed the feet of which were standing in bowls of water in order to
prevent the ants from crawling on to him. 

On one occasion his disciples desired to remove the bed and
then clear the things out of the house, but he said to them: “My
children, first clear out the things [from the house] and then
remove my bed for I am confident that so long as I am in the
house it will not collapse.” They first cleared out the things and
then they removed his bed and the house [immediately]
collapsed. 

Thereupon his disciples said to him: “Master, since you are so
righteous, why are you in such a state?” and he replied: “I have
brought it all upon myself. Once I was journeying on the road and
was making for the house of my father-in-law and I had with me
three donkeys, one with food, one with drink and one with a
variety of sweets.  A poor man met me and stopped me on the
road and said to me: ‘Master, give me something to eat.’ I replied
to him: ‘Wait until I have unloaded something from the donkey’; I
had hardly managed to unload something from the donkey when
the man died. I then went and laid myself on him and exclaimed:
‘May my eyes which had no pity upon your eyes become blind,
may my hands which had no pity upon your hands be cut off, may
my legs which had no pity upon your legs be amputated,’ and my
mind was not at rest until I added, ‘may my whole body be
covered with boils.’” 

Thereupon his pupils exclaimed: “Alas! that we see you in such a
state.” To this he replied: “Woe to me if you hadn’t.” 

Why was he called Nahum of Gamzu? Because whatever hap-
pened to him he would declare: “This, too (Gam Zu) is for the best.”
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Ta’anit 21a
Abba the Surgeon would receive greetings
from the Heavenly Academy every day.
Abaye received greetings on every Sabbath
eve, Raba on the eve of every Day of
Atonement. Abaye felt dejected because of
[the signal honor shown to] Abba the
Surgeon. People said to him: “This
distinction is made because you cannot do
what Abba does.”

What was the special merit of Abba the Surgeon? When he performed his operations he would separate men from women,
and in addition he had a cloak which held a cup [for receiving the blood] and which was slit at the shoulder and whenever a
woman patient came to him he would put the garment on her shoulder in order not to see her [exposed body]. 

He also had a place out of public gaze where the patients deposited their fees which he would charge; those who could
afford it put their fees there, and thus those who could not pay were not put to shame. Whenever a young scholar happened
to consult him, not only would he accept no fee from him but on taking leave of him he also would give him some money at
the same time adding: “Go and regain strength therewith.” 

One day Abaye sent to him two scholars in order to test him. He received them and gave them food and drink and in the
evening he prepared woolen mattresses for them [to sleep on]. In the morning the scholars rolled these together and took them
to the market [for sale]. There they met Abba and they said to him: 

“Sir, value these, how much they are worth”” and he replied: “So-and-so much.” 
They said to him: “Perhaps they are worth more?” He replied: “This is what I paid for them.” 
They then said to him: “They are yours, we took them away from you; tell us, pray, of what did you suspect us?” 
He replied: “I said to myself, perhaps the Rabbis needed money to redeem captives and they were ashamed to tell me.” 
They replied: “Sir, take them back.” 
He answered: “From the moment I missed them, I dismissed them from my mind and [I designated them] for charity.”

A Concluding Exercise
Do the same exercise of brainstorming the positive qualities of Abba the Surgeon after reading and 
discussing the story. Now, take the positive qualities that you identified in the last exercise and compare
them to the qualities you see in Abba the Surgeon. Was there anything that you left out the first time?
Notice that his track record is not what is admired, but rather his comportment and his concern for others’
well-being in all aspects. 

Why do you think that his skill as a practitioner is totally missing from the story?  What do you think it
means that the Heavenly Academy greeted the Surgeon every day?

Introduction 
Abba the Surgeon used the letting of blood as a catch-all
remedy for many ailments. This was very much considered
a skilled craft in those days and has no relationship to the
prestige a surgeon enjoys today. Of the three people 
mentioned, he is the only one who is not a scholar, yet he
receives approval from the Heavenly Academy every day.
What’s his secret?
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Look Closely and
Select a Book
WHY THIS BOOK WAS SELECTED 
o Engaging and developmentally appropriate

topic—five year olds are still somewhat
focused on “mine” as opposed to auto-
matically sharing. Yet they readily become
engaged in what is happening around 
them, especially if others are joining in 
and helping/sharing

o Story grows from individuals to community
just as five year olds do as they enter more
formal schooling

o Story is “magical” in some ways, but five year
olds can begin to see the magic is not in the
buttons, but rather in the sharing and caring
that changes the community

Identify Big Ideas
VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. Ma’akhil re’evim: feeding the hungry
2. Hach’nasat orchim: welcoming guests
3. Kehilah kodesh v’chesed: becoming a holy,

caring community

GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. Highlight and connect the major themes 

of this book to daily life.
2. Involve families in a project to bring the

mitzvot home with them, encouraging them 
to continue to “care and share.” 

Bone Button Borscht 
Aubrey Davis

Age Appropriate:
4-6 year olds

Class Length:
45 minutes

Tzedakah

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by The PJ Library.

The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G. Regosin, Director, Hebrew College,
Early Childhood Institute, with input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.

Program submitted by Iris Koller, Syracuse, NY: iriskoller@gmail.com

Bone Button Borscht
www.theglobalday.com
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Set the Scene 
{ Introductory Activity }

Opening Activity as They Enter

W
elcome each child and parent. Invite them to leave the can of non-perishable food (which all
flyers and announcements asked them to bring) in a large (ideally see-through) container. Then
have them sign in and make nametags for themselves. Help them find a seat, and then ensure

others at the table welcome them and all introduce themselves as they work with their children.

Invite each child to choose a picture or two from a variety of vegetables and other ingredients mentioned
in the story and cut out and color item(s), with parent’s or caregiver’s help, as needed.

Bone Button Borscht
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Adaptations for 
Group Size and Age

Larger Groups
Have multiples of each item at the ready

Younger Children
Have items already cut out, and for others, go over the cutting line with a thick marker so it is clear and
easy to cut.

Materials Needed:

• Outline pictures of the 
ingredients from the story

• Crayons

• Scissors

• Scrap paper bin

Advance Preparations:

o Find pictures of cabbage, onions,
garlic, beans, pickles, sugar, salt,
pepper, bread, chicken, potatoes
for children to color. You can
easily find them by going to
www.google.com, clicking on
“Images” in the upper left corner,
and then putting the words 
“coloring pages carrots” (or 
whatever vegetable you are
seeking) in the search area.

o Have some plastic bowls and
cups, buttons, a ladle, plastic
knife, wooden spoon and pot at
the ready to use as props.
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Tell the Story 
{ Props }
o Large or clear bowl
o Some buttons
o Bowls
o Ladle
o Wooden spoon
o Plastic knife
o Book 

READER’S INTRODUCTION

I
nvite all of the children and adults to join you at the designated “reading spot,” reminding them to bring
the items they colored and cut out. “This book is called Bone Button Soup. Hmmm… I wonder what 
buttons have to do with soup. Let’s start our story and find out! Don’t forget to bring your vegetables

with you!”

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
You might begin with “Welcome; it is so nice to have you all here for our PJ program!” Then do quick
introductions so that you can speak about the value of welcoming and being in a community. For
instance, “It is so good to see all of you! I like it so much when I can be with people who like to be
together to listen to stories. It’s even nicer when we can get to know each other. How about if each family
introduces themselves and shares what community they live in?” (This will also allow people to get to
meet those they may not know who live near them.)

As you read the story, pull out appropriate props (buttons, pot, spoon, etc.) As you continue, at
appropriate times invite the children to come and add their vegetables to the pot while you continue
to mime “chopping and stirring.” 

Use movement to engage the listeners. If children appear restless, invite them to “chop and stir,” as
well. Or, have them mimic the running by drumming their hands on their knees, slurp their soup—i.e.,
find a way to let them wiggle while staying engaged in the story.

At the end of the story you can ask, “What did you like best about the story?” encouraging both chil-
dren and parents to answer. If they mention something that relates to one of the values, it would be a
nice follow-up to mention the value (i.e., “That’s right it is certainly important to share what we have with
other people who are hungry”). As you conclude this section of the event, share what was liked best,
perhaps incorporating a value that was not mentioned.
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Bone Button Borscht

Adaptations for Group Size and Age

Larger Groups
Ask children to hold up their individual vegetables at appropriate
time. 

Younger Children
Ensure parents are helping them identify their vegetable. Also, you
may need to edit some of the story pages you read if the group is
primarily younger children so there is not too much text. Be sure to
plan to engage them in appropriate movements to enhance their
experience and keep them engaged (see below).



Enhance and Extend 
the Experience
{ Follow-up Activity }

“Our Sharing Bag”

{ Transition } 
SAMPLE INTRODUCTION TO ACTIVITY

W
hile still sitting in the reading area, remind families
of the packaged food they brought in. Take them
over to the pot or bowl that contains it all (or 

bring the pot to them) and comment about how they, like the
villagers in Bone Button Borscht, will help others make
some wonderful food to share.

Point out that the villagers in the story continued to share their
food with others. “Today, we are going to make something
special so that every time you go to the grocery store with
your parents your family can do that too! You are going to
make your very own shopping bag to hold a can or box 
of food to bring to a local food collection to share with 
other people.”

Adaptations for Group Size and Age

Larger Groups
If the cost of canvas bags is prohibitive, the craft shops have some
sturdy paper bags (gift type bags) for a reasonable fee (app. $.50
at Michael’s). If you choose this, then water-based markers can be
used. Try to find support to buy the canvas bags to keep the value
alive for a long time to come.

Younger Children
Parents can write the saying and children can decorate the bags.

{ Follow-up Activity }

Materials needed:

• Small blank canvas bags large
enough to hold a canned or small
boxed grocery item (can be found
in craft stores or online for bulk
orders; t-shirt local printers often
have them, as well—app. $1/
piece at Michael’s); you can 
also consider asking a local 
grocery story that uses/sells
mostly blank canvas bags in 
a light color to donate them to
your event

• Cardboard cut to fit inside 
the bags—place it in ahead; 
it avoids color bleeding through
to the other side of the bag as
families work

• Fabric markers, such as Marvey
Markers or Deco Fabric Markers,
which dry within a minute or two

• Scrap paper and pencils

• A bag of old t-shirts to use as
smocks

Directions

1. Parents and children will, 
together, use the markers 
to decorate their bags. 

2. First, they can decide on a 
saying to write (parents can
write it on scrap paper for 
children to write on bag), 
such as “Our Sharing Bag,”
“Food for Others,” “To Help 
the Hungry,” etc. 

3. Then they can add art—
pictures or designs. You 
can suggest they add a 
picture of buttons so they 
will always remember 
the story.
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Nurture the Family
{ Try This at Home }

H
ave everyone gather at the reading site so children can share their bags with each other. Thank
everyone for coming and for helping you to make this place a very special community. Sing a
song that perhaps you have created as your “end of program ritual,” such as “Shalom Chaverim”

(see below for words; sheet music can be found in basic Jewish music songbooks; videos of song
being sung are on www.youtube.com).

As you end the program, briefly give a wrap up message to parents about helping to build the value of
Feeding the Hungry by using these bags with their child(ren) in the grocery store and picking something
their child can carry in the bag they just made. Be sure to tell them you will send lists of local food 
collection sites. And encourage them to buy ingredients to make their own vegetable soup and then do
so with their children! Invite them to send you pictures you can share.

Then, to reinforce the value of welcoming guests, they can invite a few friends to enjoy the soup with
you, involving their child in making placecards or setting the table, greeting, etc.

Also, invite parents to send you favorite vegetable soup recipes. Send some out in your e-blasts
connecting the recipe to the wonderful program you had with the book.

Words for “Shalom Chaverim”
Shalom Chaverim, Shalom Chaverim

Shalom, shalom
L’hit-ra-ot, L’hit-ra-ot

Shalom, Shalom.

Goodbye my friends, Goodbye my friends,
Goodbye, goodbye

We’ll meet again soon, We’ll meet again soon,
Goodbye, Shalom.

Tzedakah

Bone Button Borscht




