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“Do not steal from the poor, because he is poor, and do not crush the
poor in the gate; For G-d will fight their spiritual fight, and despoil of
life those that despoil them.” (Mishlei 22:22-23)

Shlomo HaMelech tells us in these two verses about the seriousness of stealing from
a poor person. It is known that there are four categories of people who the Torah
warns us to be kind to and not to do them harm. They are: poor, orphans, widows
and converts. We find that the Torah warns us about all of them in a single verse,
“”You shall be happy on your festival, you, your son, your daughter, your male
servant and female servant, the Levi, the convert the orphan and the widow”
(Devarim 15:14). Our Rabbis have learned from here: “Four are yours, and four are
mine. If you rejoice with mine, I will rejoice with yours” (Mechilta de-Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai ad loc.) It mentions Levi'im instead of poor people because they had no
portion in the land.... The Torah warns us to take care of the poor with both positive
and negative mitzvot. Positive mitzvot include “you shall surely give to him”
(Devarim 15:10) and “You shall surely open your hand to him” (ibid. 8). Negative
mitzvot include “Your heart shall not be evil when you give to him” (ibid. 10) and
“Do not be close your hand” (ibid. 7). Since the Torah prohibited theft from anyone
when it says, “Do not steal” therefore it did not require a separate prohibition of
stealing from a poor person. Furthermore, since everyone is obligated to give him
money, how could they steal from him? Therefore Shlomo came and added the
details of the punishment for someone who steals from the poor. The style of Mishlei
is not to repeat mitzvot found in the Torah unless it add explanation or something
new, for what can he add after Moshe, unless he is coming to make a fence around
his words? Therefore he clarifies “Do not steal from the poor person for he is poor.”

Of course this includes not only the poor, but also the rich. The reason it mentions
the poor person is because it is common that everyone steals from him because he
has nobody to help him and nobody to advocate on his behalf. Everyone hates him
and keeps away from him - even his relatives, as the verse states, “all the brothers of
the poor man hate him, even his relatives keep away from him” (Mishlei 19:7).
Therefore it says “Do not steal from the poor” because he is poor and has lacks
empowerment. You know that he has nobody to help him or support him against
you, and nobody will fight on his behalf. Do not imagine that this is true, because G-
d will fight on his behalf, He will be his advocate, and He will punish those who
steal from him. This will not be a financial punishment, but a physical and spiritual
punishment. This is the meaning of verse, “For G-d will fight their spiritual fight”
which includes both body and soul.

The Torah warns us about taking care of orphans and widows in many places. “Do
not afflict any widow of orphan” (Shemot 22:21). Our Rabbis have explained “even
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the widow of the king or the orphans of the king” (Mechilta de-Rebbi Shimon bar
Yochai). The reason is because their spirits are low and their tears are always just
below the surface. It is common that people take advantage of them and afflict them.
The verse says, “if you afflict him” (ibid. 22).... If someone else suffers they will seek
out a saviour and trust in them, but an orphan or widow has no saviour and can
only trust in G-d. Therefore G-d will hear their cries, and fight their fight....

The Torah warns about afflicting converts in many places, as the verse states, “Do
not afflict the convert and do not pressure him” (Shemot 22:20). This is a warning
against afflicting him with words, and not pressuring him by stealing from him. “For
you were strangers in the land of Egypt”. The Torah gives another explanation, “For
you know the soul of the stranger.” It does not say ‘stranger” but ‘soul of the
stranger’ because his soul is lowly and abject and his eyes are always turned to God.
Our Rabbis have said: “If someone is the child of a convert, do not say to him,
‘remember what your parents used to do.” If he comes to learn Torah do not say to
him, ‘how can a mouth that used to eat non-kosher flesh and creepy-crawlies now
come to learn Torah that was given from the mouth of G-d?" For you were strangers
in the land of Egypt. Do not mock someone else for the defect which is your own.

We also find that the righteous are called ‘strangers’. ‘Stranger” (ger) is related to the
word ‘crumb’ (gargir) which is separated from its source. Similar a righteous person
views himself as a loner. His dwelling in the land is only temporary. This is what
King David said, “I am a stranger in the land. Do not hide Your mitzvot from me”
(Tehillim 119:19). He compared himself to a stranger who must always be ready to
travel and does not know when. Since he does not know when he will leave he must
always take provisions with him in case he has to leave suddenly. What are those
provisions? Keeping the mitzvot. This is why he says, “Do not hide Your mitzvot
from me.” We also find that the patriarchs are called strangers. Avraham says of
himself, “I am a stranger and a sojourner amongst you” (Bereishit 23:4). G-d says to
Yitzchak “Dwell (Gur) in this land” (ibid. 26:3). About Yaakov it says, “Yaakov dwelt
in the land where his fathers sojourned (megurei), in the land of Canaan” (ibid. 37:1).
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