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The Cry of the Widow, the 
Fatherless, and the Stranger

The Covenant Obligation to Help 
the Poor and Oppressed

On January 14, 1847, President Brigham Young, who was at 
Winter Quarters organizing the Saints for the trek west, re-

ceived a revelation from the Lord that would become section 136 of 
the Doctrine and Covenants. The revelation was entitled “The Word 
and Will of the Lord concerning the Camp of Israel in their jour-
neyings to the West” and commanded the Saints to “be organized 
into companies, with a covenant and promise to keep all the com-
mandments and statutes of the Lord our God.” The “covenant and 
promise” included the commandment to care for each and every one 
of the Saints. In this revelation the Lord alluded to and quoted from 
Exodus 22, which was addressed to covenant Israel, when he com-
manded the Latter-day Saints to care for “the poor, the widows, the 
fatherless, and the families of those who have gone into the army, that 
the cries of the widow and the fatherless come not up into the ears 
of the Lord against this people” (Doctrine and Covenants 136:8). In 
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this study we will examine the theological basis of God’s concern for 
the poor and oppressed and the laws given for their care, and we will 
also examine how this concern was to be implemented by society in 
general and by the individual—as exemplified by Job—and how the 
concern for the poor expressed in the law of Moses was embodied by 
the Messiah.

In the Old Testament the covenant community is charged with 
the care of the poor and the helpless, the oppressed and the disenfran-
chised. When the members of the covenant community do not fulfill 
their obligation, the Lord hears the cry of the oppressed and responds 
by sending his prophets to call the people to repentance. This study 
will look at how this charge was central to the law of Moses and how 
it was an important feature of other ancient Near Eastern law codes 
as well. 

The image of the widows and fatherless is known from the law 
revealed on Mount Sinai in the book of Exodus. As part of the cov-
enant, the Lord commanded Israel in no uncertain terms to care for 
the helpless and vulnerable among them when he declared: “Thou 
shalt neither vex a stranger, nor oppress him: for ye were strangers in 
the land of Egypt. Ye shall not afflict any widow, or fatherless child. If 
thou afflict them in any wise, and they cry at all unto me, I will surely 
hear their cry; and my wrath shall wax hot, and I will kill you with 
the sword; and your wives shall be widows, and your children father-
less” (Exodus 22:21–24).1 The Lord expressed the seriousness of this 
covenant obligation by attaching a solemn curse to not caring for the 
poor, and in the law of Moses the neglect of the poor is at the level of 
a capital offense.

The Ideal of a Just Society in 
the Ancient Near East

In the ancient Near East, including in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and 
Israel, there was an ideal of a just society in which the rights and needs 
of the vulnerable and helpless were acknowledged and respected. 
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This concept was exemplified in the various cultures by terms such as 
mišarum (“righteousness” or “ justice”) in Akkadian, ma‘at (“ justice”) 
in Egyptian, and ṣedek or ṣǝdāqāh (“righteousness” or “ justice”) and 
mišpāṭ (“righteousness” or “ justice”) in Hebrew. The ideal of a just 
society and the responsibility for caring for the poor and oppressed is 
attested in ancient Near Eastern law, royal proclamations, and other 
literary works.2 

For example, in the third millennium BC, the Sumerian king 
Urukagina promises the god Ningirsu that he would not deliver 
the widow and orphan to the powerful (Ukg. 04 B XI 30–31)3; and 
Ur-Nammu (ca. 2100 BC), in the prologue of his law code, declares, “I 
did not deliver the orphan to the rich. I did not deliver the widow to 
the mighty. I did not deliver the man with but one shekel to the man 
with one mina (i.e. 60 shekels)” (A iv 150–161, C I 22–ii 29).4 Similarly, 
in the prologue to his famous law, the Babylonian king Hammurabi 
(ca. 1754 BC) proclaims his responsibility to deliver the oppressed “to 
cause justice to prevail in the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil, 
that the strong might not oppress the weak” (31–33, ANET3, 164).

While no ancient Egyptian law code has yet been discovered, 
these values are also present in various Egyptian literary texts. In 
the “Instruction for King Meri-ka-Re” (twenty-second century BC), 
a ruler instructs his successor, “Do justice whilst thou endures upon 
the earth. Quiet the weeper; do not oppress the widow” (ANET3, 
415). And the Egyptian text “The Protest of the Eloquent Peasant” 
(twenty-first century BC) recounts the story of a peasant who was 
traveling on a journey to Egypt when he was beaten and robbed. In his 
plea for aid from the Pharaoh, the peasant addresses the royal steward 
as “the father of the orphan, the husband of the widow, the brother of 
the divorcee, and the apron to him that is motherless” (ANET3, 408). 
Likewise, while no legal code has been found at Ugarit, the values of 
justice are found in in the “Epic of Aqhat,” in which Daniel the king 
is described as “ judging the cause of the widow, adjudicating the case 
of the fatherless” (ANET3, 151).
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In the ancient Near East and the rest of the biblical world, the 
ideal of a just society was based on the cosmic idea that the gods 
(meaning Jehovah for Israelites) embodied righteousness and justice. 
In the cultures that developed a state, the divine values of justice and 
righteousness were then given to the king, the royal court, judges, and 
the community. In the case of Hammurabi’s law, the god Shamash 
is called the “ judge of heaven and earth”; and by giving the divine 
law to Shamash, Hammurabi becomes the representative of justice 
to the poor. Fensham describes this model in the Babylonian law 
code: “The protection of the weak is regarded vertically and horizon-
tally. The vertical protection comes from the god Shamash, which 
therefore falls in the religious sphere, while the horizontal protec-
tion comes from the king, the substitute of the sun-god, which thus 
falls in the social sphere.”5 A similar concept occurs in ancient Israel, 
where justice is mandated from above by Jehovah. Yet it must also be 
administrated in large part by the covenantal society that includes 
the king, judges, priests, and the people themselves, all of whom are 
responsible to adopt and implement the Lord’s values in taking care 
of the poor and oppressed.

The Cry of the Oppressed in the 
Ancient Near East and in the Bible

The image of a “cry” is a vivid and dramatic image that appeals to 
the senses of people who are in desperate need of help or deliver-
ance—desperate enough to vocally cry out for aid. The image of the 
cry of the oppressed is also found in connection with the expressions 
of the ideal of a just society in the ancient Near East. For example, 
Ur-Nammu ends the prologue with the optimistic claim that he has 
“eliminated enmity, violence, and cries for justice. I established justice 
in the land” (A iv 169–70, C ii 40–51).6 In the prologue to the laws of 
Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 1930 BC), the gods An and Enlil called Lipit-Ishtar 
to be a “wise shepherd . . . to establish justice in the land, to eliminate 
cries for justice . . . to bring about well-being to the lands of Sumer 
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and Akkad” (i.20–37).7 Another interesting example is found in a let-
ter from Mari where Nur-Sin writes to Zimri Lim (a contemporary 
of Hammurabi) and quotes an unnamed Mesopotamian prophet’s 
words: “I do not demand anything from you, when a wronged man or 
wo[man] cries out to you, be their and judge their case (1.52–55).”8 This 
language is similar to Psalm 72, which describes the Lord giving the 
king of Israel his mandate to rule in justice: “For he shall deliver the 
needy when he crieth; the poor also, and him that hath no helper. He 
shall spare the poor and needy, and shall save the souls of the needy. 
He shall redeem their soul from deceit and violence: and precious 
shall their blood be in his sight” (72:12–14).

There are many terms in the Old Testament for “crying out.”9 In 
fact, the phrase “to cry to the Lord” is often used to describe prayer. In 
terms of the cries of the poor and oppressed, there are two prominent 
Hebrew terms that are used interchangeably: ṣa‘āqāh (56 uses) and 
za‘ăqah (18 uses). A few examples give us a flavor of the range of cries 
in the Old Testament: the blood of Abel “crieth” from the ground 
(Genesis 4:10); the Lord hears the “cry of Sodom and Gomorrah” 
(Genesis 18:20); the children of Israel “cried” in their afflictions of 
bondage in Egypt (Exodus 2:23; 3:7, 9; Deuteronomy 26:7; 1 Samuel 
12:8); the fatherless, widows, and orphans “cry” in their afflictions 
(Exodus 22:23); the children of Israel “cried” to the Lord in the wil-
derness (Numbers 11:2); in the days of the judges, Israel “cried” to 
the Lord to deliver them from oppression (Judges 3:9); and, Job 34:28 
mentions the “cry” of the poor ascending to heaven.

The Poor and the Needy, the Widows, the 
Fatherless, and the Strangers in Ancient Israel

The disadvantaged, vulnerable, and helpless people in ancient Israel 
can be defined in four categories: the poor and the needy, the widows, 
the orphans, and the strangers. These categories serve to represent all 
the categories of helpless and oppressed people in society. 
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Throughout the Bible the “poor” and the “needy” are frequently 
mentioned using various terms (‘ānî, dal, and ’ebyônîm) that identify 
people who have little or no money, land, or possessions and thus 
have little power, influence, or social standing. The law of Moses 
defines the rights of the poor and legislates programs to help them, 
programs that lend money with no interest (Exodus 22:25), allow 
poor people to glean the fields (Leviticus 19:10; 23:22), and mandate 
legislation to be fair when hiring and paying the poor (Deuteronomy 
24:12). The prophets viewed the neglect and oppression of the poor as 
a sign that Israel was not living up to the covenant. The prophets spe-
cifically charged the wealthy with taking advantage of and oppress-
ing the poor.10 Sometimes the poor were forced to sell themselves 
into bond slavery to other Israelites in order to pay off their debts 
(Deuteronomy 15:12–15). The laws of the Sabbatical and Jubilee11 
were designed to liberate such people from debt and oppression. 
Deuteronomy especially champions the cause of the poor. The Lord 
commands Israel to remember 

thy poor brother, and thou givest him nought; and he cry unto 
the Lord against thee, and it be a sin unto thee. Thou shalt 
surely give him [thy poor brother], and thine heart shall not 
be grieved when thou givest unto him: because that for this 
thing the Lord thy God shall bless thee in all thy works, and 
in all that thou puttest thine hand unto. For the poor shall 
never cease out of the land: therefore I command thee, say-
ing, Thou shalt open thine hand wide unto thy brother, to thy 
poor, and to thy needy, in thy land. (Deuteronomy 15:9–11) 

And Proverbs includes a sobering proverb: “Whoso stoppeth his ears 
at the cry of the poor, he also shall cry himself, but shall not be heard” 
(21:13). 

A passage in Exodus 22 identifies three more categories—the 
widows, fatherless, and strangers—and says, “Thou shalt neither 
vex a stranger, nor oppress him: for ye were strangers in the land of 
Egypt. Ye shall not afflict any widow, or fatherless child” (22:21–22). 
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These three groups are people who are helpless, disenfranchised, 
and vulnerable, and thus they have often been oppressed in societ-
ies throughout history. The pairing of the widows and the fatherless, 
or orphans, occurs in thirty passages in the Old Testament and is 
distributed throughout the law, the prophets, and the writings,12 and 
the trio of the widows, fatherless or orphans, and strangers occur 
together in nineteen passages.13 Let us examine each of these catego-
ries to get a sense of what each of these groups represent.

A widow (Hebrew ’almānāh; 55 uses in the OT) is a woman who 
has lost her husband and therefore her means of economic support. 
Because the personal, economic, and even social well-being of women 
in many ancient societies was inextricably connected to their rela-
tionships with men (their husbands, brothers, or sons), this put a 
woman without a husband in a precarious situation. A woman’s abil-
ity to own and inherit property was severely limited, so marriage and 
the bearing of sons was essential to her welfare and security. In terms 
of financial security, widowhood in the Old Testament was associ-
ated with poverty,14 indebtedness (2 Kings 4:1), and vulnerability to 
exploitation.15 In terms of her own personal life, a widow’s widow-
hood is associated with loneliness (Lamentations 1:2), mourning (2 
Samuel 14:2), and weeping (Job 27:15; Psalm 78:64). In addition, wid-
ows often suffered from social abandonment and reproach (Isaiah 
54:4–5). Thus we see in this ancient culture that a negative ethical 
value was attributed to this category of widowhood.

The fatherless, or orphans (Hebrew, yātôm; 42 uses in the OT), 
were children who were without parents for some reason. Some 
scholars believe that the Hebrew term yātôm technically means 
“fatherless” and refers to children who have lost their fathers, which is 
the way the King James Version (KJV) translates the term.16 Others 
argue that the term means “orphan”—a child who has lost both of his 
or her parents.17 Regardless, the orphans are described with many of 
the same terms as widows are in terms of poverty, vulnerability, and 
helplessness.
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The third category of people associated with the marginalized in 
ancient Israel was the gēr, which means “a foreigner living in Israel” (92 
uses in the OT)18 and is variously translated as “stranger,” “sojourner,” 
“resident alien,” or “foreigner.” A modern translation could render 
“immigrant.” Following the KJV, we will use the term stranger (NJPS 
uses stranger; NRSV, resident alien; NIV, foreigner). This category of 
people consisted of foreigners who lived in ancient Israel but did not 
share full membership in the covenant community. These people were 
also perceived as having a lower social class.19 Because they were cut 
off from webs of family support, they may have had a difficult time 
acquiring land20 and were thus reliant on their hosts, the Israelites, 
for work, sustenance, and support. However, the Lord commanded 
Israel to give the strangers equal treatment. Deuteronomy in particu-
lar stressed the Israelite role to take care of the strangers by giving 
them access to gather from the fields and glean the vineyards,21 to 
receive of the Israelites’ tithes,22 and to benefit from the Sabbatical 
year.23 Israel was commanded to extend impartiality in justice to the 
strangers.24 Finally, the strangers were invited to participate in Israel’s 
worship as they rested on the Sabbath.25 The Lord impressed upon 
ancient Israel the need to find love and empathy for the strangers in 
their midst when he said, “You shall not oppress a stranger, for you 
know the feelings of the stranger, having yourselves been strangers in 
the land of Egypt” (Exodus 23:9 NJPS). Later, the Lord commanded 
Israel to love the strangers: “When a stranger resides with you in your 
land, you shall not wrong him. The stranger who resides with you 
shall be to you as one of your citizens; you shall love him as your-
self, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Leviticus 19:33–34 
NJPS).

Justice and Righteousness in Caring for the Poor, 
the Widows, the Fatherless, and the Stranger

As noted earlier, caring for the poor and the oppressed is a cen-
tral theme in the Old Testament, and there is a particular set of 
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vocabulary the Lord uses to explain Israel’s covenant promise to care 
for each other. Among the many terms that express the ideal of a 
just society, two of the most prominent Hebrew terms were mišpāṭ 
and ṣedek/ṣǝdāqāh, “ judgment and righteousness.” The term mišpāṭ 
derives from the verb shaphat that means “to judge”; connotes a legal 
decision, judgment, or claim; and is thus translated as “ judgment” in 
the KJV. The terms ṣedek and ṣǝdāqāh derive from the verb ṣǝdāqāh 
that means “to be in the right” or “to be just.” These related terms can 
both mean “blameless,” “righteous,” or “ justice” and are translated in 
the KJV as “righteousness” or “ justice.” The two terms mišpāṭ and 
ṣǝdāqāh often occur together as the hendiadys “ justice and judgment” 
(mišpāṭ ûṣǝdāqāh) (Genesis 18:19; Ezekiel 45:9) or “righteousness and 
judgment” (ṣǝdāqāh ûmišpāt) (Psalm 33:5).

The meaning of words can be best understood from context. 
Often these terms are found in contexts that denote “righteousness,” 
or “ justice” in social settings and describe caring for the poor and the 
vulnerable in society. For example, see Psalm 72:1–4: 

Give the king thy judgments [mišpāṭ], O God, 
and thy righteousness [ṣǝdāqāh] unto the king’s son. 
He shall judge thy people with righteousness [ṣedek], 
and thy poor with judgment [mišpāṭ]. . . .
He shall judge the poor of the people, 
he shall save the children of the needy, 
and shall break in pieces the oppressor.

The biblical teaching employing these terms in the setting of car-
ing for the poor is often described as social justice.26 Let us review the 
history of social justice in ancient Israel as recorded in the Bible.

Justice and Righteousness Are Attributes of God

Justice and righteousness are attributes of God, and the scriptures 
teach that the origins of these ideals are described as the founda-
tions of creation. The Psalms describe justice and judgment as the 
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attributes of God, attributes that prescribe the values of his creations 
and his children.27 Psalm 68:5 describes God as “a father of the fa-
therless, and a judge of the widows, is God in his holy habitation.” 
Psalm 89:11–15 says the following:

The heavens are thine, the earth also is thine: 
as for the world and the fulness thereof, thou hast founded 

them. . . . 
Justice [ṣedek] and judgment [mišpāṭ] are the habitation of thy 

throne: 
mercy and truth shall go before thy face. 
Blessed is the people that know the joyful sound: 
they shall walk, O Lord, in the light of thy countenance.

The image of the Lord’s children walking in his light suggests that 
they should adopt these divine attributes of justice and judgment. 
Throughout the Psalms, God promises to deliver the oppressed. For 
example, Psalm 103:6 says, “The Lord executeth righteousness and 
judgment for all that are oppressed.” Psalm 146:7 says, “Which exe-
cuteth judgment for the oppressed: which giveth food to the hungry. 
The Lord looseth the prisoners.”

Justice and Judgment and the 
Covenant of Abraham

In conjunction with the Abrahamic covenant, Genesis recounts the 
story of Abraham and Sarah offering aid and hospitality to the mes-
sengers coming from the wilderness. This story of patriarchal hospi-
tality is juxtaposed with the Lord seeking to determine the wicked-
ness of Sodom and Gomorrah since he declared he has heard “the 
cry of Sodom and Gomorrah . . . because their sin is very grievous” 
(Genesis 18:20). From Ezekiel 16 we learn that the wickedness of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, in addition to their immorality, was their 
“pride, fulness of bread, and abundance of idleness . . . neither did she 
strengthen the hand of the poor and needy” (16:49).
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In this story of Abraham and Sarah the Lord commended 
Abraham and prescribed the patriarchal virtue of hospitality to his 
promised posterity in the covenant: “For I know him, that he will 
command his children and his household after him, and they shall 
keep the way of the Lord, to do justice [ṣǝdāqāh] and judgment 
[mišpāṭ]; that the Lord may bring upon Abraham that which he hath 
spoken of him” (Genesis 18:19). Thus Abraham and Sarah demon-
strate the hospitality that is lacking in Sodom and Gomorrah. When 
the messengers go there they find hospitality only with Abraham’s 
nephew Lot, who demonstrates the same hospitality to the visitors as 
Abraham had demonstrated (see Genesis 19:1–3). 

Justice and Judgment and the Law of Moses

In the story of the Exodus the Lord demonstrated his concern for 
the oppressed as he heard Israel’s cry and delivered them from bond-
age: “The children of Israel sighed by reason of the bondage, and they 
cried, and their cry came up unto God by reason of the bondage. And 
God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with 
Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob” (Exodus 2:23–24).28 The Lord, 
through his deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt, became their 
king (Exodus 15:18), and at Mount Sinai he became the Lawgiver. 
The virtues of judgment and justice were given by commandment 
to Israel and were to be adopted and practiced. The Lord defined 
himself to Israel using similar attributes: “The Lord God, merciful 
and gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth” 
(Exodus 34:6). Just as God is merciful, he expects his covenant people 
to be merciful as well. 

Thus the care of the poor, vulnerable, and oppressed is at the heart 
of the law of Moses and was an integral part of the covenant (Exodus 
22:21–14). The point of the law of Moses was to create a holy people: 
“Ye shall be holy: for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19:2). 
Part of this holiness was to adopt the divine values of justice and righ-
teousness. The Holiness Code in Leviticus 17–26 includes numerous 



40 David Rolph Seely and Jo Ann H. Seely

injunctions to care for the poor.29 This involves the values of justice 
and righteousness. For example, Leviticus 19:15 says, “Ye shall do no 
unrighteousness in judgment: thou shalt not respect the person of 
the poor, nor honour the person of the mighty: but in righteousness 
shalt thou judge thy neighbour.”

This concern for the poor and the oppressed is an integral part of 
the Pentateuch and is central to all three of the law codes in the Old 
Testament.30 It is also central to the message of the prophets and to 
the Psalms and Wisdom literature. In a legal setting Israel was com-
manded in Deuteronomy 1:17 thusly: “Ye shall not respect persons 
in judgment; but ye shall hear the small as well as the great; ye shall 
not be afraid of the face of man; for the judgment is God’s: and the 
cause that is too hard for you, bring it unto me, and I will hear it.” 
Israel is also commanded similarly in Leviticus 19:15: “Thou shalt not 
respect the person of the poor, nor honour the person of the mighty.” 
An important part of the covenant was the blessings and curses con-
nected with the giving of the Mosaic law on Sinai.31 As noted in 
Exodus 22 the curse of not taking care of the widows, orphans, and 
strangers was destruction. This was further emphasized by the curses 
in Deuteronomy 27:19: “Cursed be he that perverteth the judgment 
of the stranger, fatherless, and widow.”

Commandments for Loving and Taking 
Care of the Poor in the Law of Moses

As we have noted above, the ideal of justice in caring for the poor was 
regularly stated in the prologues of ancient Near Eastern law codes, 
but there is little (if any) actual legislation that protects the poor and 
the oppressed in the law codes. Theologian Norbert Lohfink has ob-
served, “There is no social legislation in the code of Hammurabi. Nor 
is such to be found in the laws of Ur-Nammu, nor in the laws of Lipit-
Ishtar, nor in any other law collection of Mesopotamia. To be sure, 
some few laws in these codes make a distant approach to the topic of 
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the problems of the poor. But they never deal directly with the poor 
or with their rights in society.”32 

In contrast, the legal texts in the Old Testament do provide seri-
ous and sometimes comprehensive commandments and laws to cov-
enant Israel in order to help the poor and oppressed. From these laws 
we can derive spiritual and temporal principles that can help us as we 
seek to aid the poor in the new and everlasting covenant. Throughout 
the scriptures God promises to hear the cry of the oppressed and 
deliver them. In the case of the Exodus, God demonstrated his ability 
to deliver through the miracles of the Exodus and by delivering his 
people from bondage. But most often the Lord expects his covenant 
people to hear the cries of the oppressed and act as instruments in the 
hand of the Lord to deliver these people from poverty and oppression. 

Here are four examples of specific laws that the Lord revealed in 
the law of Moses. 

1. Sharing the harvest through gleaning. The first example is a 
series of laws given in which the Israelites were taught to be gener-
ous in sharing the fruits of their crops. The law as given in Leviticus 
19:9–10 says: “And when ye reap the harvest of your land, thou shalt 
not wholly reap the corners of thy field, neither shalt thou gather the 
gleanings of thy harvest. And thou shalt not glean thy vineyard, nei-
ther shalt thou gather every grape of thy vineyard; thou shalt leave 
them for the poor and stranger: I am the Lord your God.”33 Israelites 
were commanded to leave the corners of their fields and vineyards 
unharvested for the gleaners. The amount of the harvest left in the 
fields and vineyards depended on the charity and generosity of the 
land owner. According to the Mishnah at least one–sixtieth of the 
harvest should be left, taking into account the abundance of the har-
vest, the financial resources of the owner of the field, and the needs of 
the poor (Pe’ah 1.1–2). A description of this process is demonstrated 
in the book of Ruth, where two widows are allowed the opportunity 
to glean the fields for their sustenance.

The principles taught by this commandment are simple. Those 
that have should share with those that don’t. Those who own land 
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and plant and nurture the plants should generously share their har-
vest with the poor. There is a built-in requirement for the poor to 
extend themselves and harvest for themselves. This is an opportunity 
for those who have resources to exercise their generosity. Of particu-
lar note regarding this commandment is the notice that this generos-
ity is to be given to the poor and the stranger. While many ancient 
Near Eastern law codes express concern for the poor, which parallels 
Israel’s concern for the poor, Israel is unique in its concern and legis-
lation on behalf of the strangers among them.34 

2. Third-Year Tithe. As part of the law of Moses the Lord com-
manded ancient Israel to give a tenth of their annual produce to the 
Lord.35 Tithing was a common feature in other ancient Near Eastern 
cultures as annual offerings to the king. In Deuteronomy, every two 
out of three years, the tithes were to be brought to the temple, given 
to the Lord, and celebrated with a feast. In the third year the tithes 
were to be stored in the cities where they could be used to meet the 
needs of the poor and the Levites, the widows and the orphans.

In Deuteronomy 26:12–13 the Lord commanded the Israelites 
to give their third-year tithes to the fatherless, the widows, and the 
orphans: “When thou hast made an end of tithing all the tithes 
of thine increase the third year, which is the year of tithing, and 
hast given it unto the Levite, the stranger, the fatherless, and the 
widow, that they may eat within thy gates, and be filled; then thou 
shalt say before the Lord thy God, . . . I have not transgressed thy 
commandments.”36 The prayer prescribed in Deuteronomy 26 that 
accompanies the tithe beautifully illustrates the thoughtful gratitude 
that should accompany obedience to the commandments and sharing 
with the poor. In this prayer the Israelite is to say, “I have hearkened 
to the voice of the Lord my God, and have done according to all 
that thou hast commanded me. Look down from thy holy habitation, 
from heaven, and bless thy people Israel, and the land which thou 
hast given us, as thou swarest unto our fathers, a land that floweth 
with milk and honey” (26:14–15).
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3. Sabbatical and Jubilee. While not specifically designated just for 
the poor, there is a festival in the law of Moses that delivered relief for 
the poor and provided liberation for those in debt. The Sabbatical—
to be celebrated every seventh year—was a nationwide remission of 
debt, freedom of slaves, and a celebration of the mercy of the Lord.37 
The Jubilee was a special Sabbatical celebrated at the end of seven 
times seven years—in the fiftieth year (Leviticus 25:8–13). The 
Israelite festival was designed to liberate Israelite slaves from debt-
servitude and liberate others from debt, and the festival was similar 
to a tradition well-attested in Mesopotamia where the kings, usu-
ally at the beginning of their reigns, proclaimed a remission of debt 
and a release of debt slaves. This ritual of remission was known as 
mišarum (“ justice”) and the release of slaves was known as andurārum 
(“release”).38 The purpose of this law is described as follows: “There 
will, however, be no one in need among you, because the Lord is 
sure to bless you in the land that the Lord your God is giving you 
as a possession to occupy, if only you will obey the Lord your God 
by diligently observing this entire commandment that I command 
you today” (Deuteronomy 15:4–5 NRSV). Israel is specifically com-
manded here to be generous in lending to the poor, even though the 
seventh year of release was approaching, lest “thy poor brother . . . cry 
unto the Lord against thee, and it be a sin unto thee” (15:9).

The celebration of the Jubilee was also celebrated in the times of 
the Restoration. In 1880 at the fiftieth year anniversary of the found-
ing of the Church in 1830, John Taylor, as President of the Church, 
declared a Jubilee year in the Church. On this occasion President 
Taylor, in the tradition of the Israelite Jubilee year, forgave half of 
the outstanding debt owed by the poor to the Perpetual Emigration 
Fund, while those who were able to pay were still encouraged to do 
so. President Taylor also urged all the Saints throughout the Church 
to forgive the debts of those who were unable to pay, and he promised 
the Saints that if they would forgive the debts owed to them by oth-
ers, the Lord would do the same for the Saints.39



44 David Rolph Seely and Jo Ann H. Seely

Social Justice and the Monarchy

With the establishment of the monarchy in ancient Israel, the Lord 
gave the kings the covenantal task of caring for the poor and the op-
pressed. This is expressed in Psalm 72:1–2: “Give the king thy judg-
ments, O God, and thy righteousness unto the king’s son. He shall 
judge thy people with righteousness, and thy poor with judgment.” 
The Old Testament describes how David’s rule established “ judg-
ment [mišpāt] and justice [ṣǝdāqāh] unto all his people” (2 Samuel 
8:15), how the Lord commissioned Solomon “to do judgment [mišpāt] 
and justice [ṣǝdāqāh]” (1 Kings 10:9), and how Ezekiel and Jeremiah 
called on the kings of Judah to “execute judgment [mišpāt] and jus-
tice [ṣǝdāqāh]” (Jeremiah 22:3; Ezekiel 45:9) and warned them of de-
struction if they didn’t (Jeremiah 22:5). And Jeremiah saw a future 
Davidic king who will “execute judgment [mišpāt] and righteousness 
[ṣǝdāqāh] in the land” (Jeremiah 23:5; 33:15) similar to other Near 
Eastern kings. 

Social Justice and the Prophets

The Bible describes how in the history of Israel, especially during the 
period of the monarchy, the kings and the children of Israel continu-
ally slipped into apostasy by breaking the covenant. A significant sin 
was the forgetting of their covenantal obligation to judgment and jus-
tice and to give heed to the cry of the poor. The Lord sent prophets, 
who based their calls to repentance on the blessings and curses of the 
covenant, to call the kings and the people to repentance. Prophets 
continually warned ancient Israel of impending destruction if they 
did not repent. Let’s look at a few of their dramatic warnings.

Amos was a prophet to the northern kingdom of Israel and was a 
champion of justice for the poor. He described the sins of Israel, “Ye 
who turn judgment to wormwood, and leave off righteousness in the 
earth” (Amos 5:7) and prescribed that Israel “let judgment run down 
as waters, and righteousness as a mighty stream” (5:24). Amos also 
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warned of impending destruction: “For three transgressions of Israel, 
and for four, I will not turn away the punishment thereof; because 
they sold the righteous for silver, and the poor for a pair of shoes; 
that pant after the dust of the earth on the head of the poor, and turn 
aside the way of the meek” (2:6–7). 

Isaiah, in his memorable allegory of the vineyard, describes the 
Lord’s condemnation of Judah with a delightful wordplay: “he looked 
for judgment [mišpāṭ], but behold oppression [mispāḥ]; for righteous-
ness [ṣǝdāqāh], but behold a cry [ṣǝ‘ākāh]” (Isaiah 5:7). In his sermon 
about the fast, he says, “Is not this the fast that I have chosen? to loose 
the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the 
oppressed go free, and that ye break every yoke? Is it not to deal thy 
bread to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor that are cast out to 
thy house?” (Isaiah 58:6–7). 

Jeremiah warned the kings of his time period that “thus saith the 
Lord; Go down to the house of the king of Judah, and speak there 
this word, And say, Hear the word of the Lord, O king of Judah, 
that sittest upon the throne of David, thou, and thy servants, and thy 
people that enter in by these gates: Thus saith the Lord; Execute ye 
judgment and righteousness, and deliver the spoiled out of the hand 
of the oppressor: and do no wrong, do no violence to the stranger, the 
fatherless, nor the widow, neither shed innocent blood in this place” 
(Jeremiah 22:1–3).

Social Justice and the Individual

While the responsibility of caring for the poor was assigned to the 
king and his bureaucracy in the law of Moses, and while the priests 
and Levites were assigned to preside at the altars of sacrifice and 
help distribute the tithes and offerings, the responsibility of caring 
for the poor ultimately depends on the acts of individuals. Both the 
Law and the Prophets address individuals. Deuteronomy addresses 
the Israelites and commands them to imitate God’s mercy to the 
poor, love the stranger, and humble themselves by circumcising their 
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hearts: “Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your heart, and be no 
more stiffnecked. For the Lord your God is God of gods, and Lord 
of lords, a great God, a mighty, and a terrible, which regardeth not 
persons, nor taketh reward: He doth execute the judgment of the fa-
therless and widow, and loveth the stranger, in giving him food and 
raiment. Love ye therefore the stranger: for ye were strangers in the 
land of Egypt” (Deuteronomy 10:16–19).

Ezekiel 18:8 describes the “ just man” as the individual who has 
“executed true judgment between man and man” and declares that 
such individuals will have life: 

But if a man be just, and do that which is lawful and right, 
And hath not eaten upon the mountains, neither hath 

lifted up his eyes to the idols of the house of Israel . . . 
And hath not oppressed any, but hath restored to the 

debtor his pledge, hath spoiled none by violence, hath given 
his bread to the hungry, and hath covered the naked with a 
garment; 

He that hath not given forth upon usury, neither hath 
taken any increase, that hath withdrawn his hand from iniq-
uity, hath executed true judgment between man and man, 

Hath walked in my statutes, and hath kept my judg-
ments, to deal truly; he is just, he shall surely live, saith the 
Lord God.” (18:5–9)

Additionally, Zechariah urges individuals to establish charity 
in their hearts: “Thus speaketh the Lord of hosts, saying, Execute 
true judgment, and shew mercy and compassions every man to his 
brother: And oppress not the widow, nor the fatherless, the stranger, 
nor the poor; and let none of you imagine evil against his brother in 
your hearts” (Zechariah 7:9–10). Let us now look at an individual 
who did adopt the divine attribute of justice in his own life to help 
the poor.
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Job: A Model of Justice (mišpāt) 
and Righteousness (ṣǝdāqāh)

Job is a figure who exemplifies this call of acting with individual con-
sciousness and goodness toward his neighbors. He is an example of 
compassion, mercy, and righteous living, even in the midst of great 
wealth and abundant blessings—sometimes a difficult feat to achieve 
without the refining experiences of hardships. When Job’s life is 
thrown into chaos and he loses everything of value—including his 
own family and health—he is berated even by his three friends who 
come to call him to repentance. It is in response to their judgmental 
sermons that Job remained steadfast in his statement of innocence: 
“God forbid that I should justify you: till I die I will not remove mine 
integrity from me” (Job 27:5). Job then defended himself by giving a 
declaration that embodies the model of righteousness and justice that 
the law of Moses demanded: 

When the ear heard me, 
then it blessed me; 
and when the eye saw me, 
it gave witness to me:
Because I delivered the poor that cried, 
and the fatherless, 
and him that had none to help him.

The blessing of him that was ready to perish came upon me: 
and I caused the widow’s heart to sing for joy. 
I put on righteousness, and it clothed me: 
my judgment was as a robe and a diadem.
I was eyes to the blind, 
and feet was I to the lame. 
I was a father to the poor: 
and the cause which I knew not I searched out. 
And I brake the jaws of the wicked, 
and plucked the spoil out of his teeth.
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Then I said, I shall die in my nest, 
and I shall multiply my days as the sand. (Job 29:11–18)

Job heard the “cry” of the poor and fatherless and was moved to 
act. He “caused the widow’s heart to sing for joy” and was “a father 
to the poor,” perhaps going beyond mere relief in making an effort to 
meet the desires and needs of the disenfranchised. Job even went one 
step further—he worked to stop some of the oppression: “The cause 
which I knew not I searched out” (Job 29:16). In addition to his per-
sonal acts of kindness to others, Job made an effort to effect change in 
his society: “I brake the jaws of the wicked, and plucked the spoil out 
of his teeth” (29:17). He took action on two levels: providing immedi-
ate relief to the destitute and making an effort to root out the cause of 
some of their problems. Job manifests personal righteousness (ṣedek), 
and his judgment (mišpāt) was “as a robe and diadem” (29:14)—he is 
an exemplar in both areas.40 Later, when Job offered a series of oaths 
of innocence (see 31:13–28), he sums up his attitude toward the less 
fortunate like this: “Did not he that made me in the womb make him? 
and did not one fashion us in the womb?” (31:15). For Job, we all come 
from the same place and are all children of one God. 

The Messiah as the Embodiment 
of Compassion and Mercy

The law given to Moses and the words of the prophets taught an-
cient Israel that the heart of their religion was to love God and to 
love their neighbor (Leviticus 19:18; Deuteronomy 6:5). In practice 
this meant to care for those who needed it most: the weak, the poor, 
the oppressed, and the helpless. The children of Israel learned this 
through the divine compassion showed them by God’s delivering 
them from Egyptian bondage and by his mercy that he bestowed on 
them to continually protect and bless them in the promised land. In 
addition to righteousness and justice, the Lord God of Israel is defined 
in the biblical record by two additional adjectives that describe his 
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feelings toward his children: raḥûm, meaning “compassionate,” and 
ḥānnûn, meaning “merciful” or “gracious.” “The LORD! The LORD! 
a God compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kind-
ness and faithfulness” (Exodus 34:6 NJPS; emphasis added).41 These 
two adjectives, compassionate and gracious, are translated almost in-
terchangeably in the different modern translations of the Bible. God, 
by nature, is full of compassion and mercy and, by nature, cannot but 
help to hear the cries of the oppressed, the needy, and the suffering. 
Israel was commanded to behave in the same way in imitation of their 
God. 

The great prophet Isaiah taught Israel that it was through these 
characteristics of compassion and mercy that they would recognize 
the Messiah: “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because the 
Lord hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; he 
hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the 
captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound; To 
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord” (Isaiah 61:1–2).

When Jesus read Isaiah’s words to those gathered in the syna-
gogue in Nazareth and then proclaimed, “This day is this scripture 
fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:21), the people were amazed. “And all 
bare him witness, and wondered at the gracious words which pro-
ceeded out of his mouth” (4:22). Although they did not believe him, 
as evidenced by their desire to cast him over the brow of a hill, Jesus 
would demonstrate during his ministry, death and resurrection—the 
very fulfillment of this passage in Isaiah. Jesus preached to the meek 
that all may be saved through faith on his name. He bound up the 
brokenhearted as he healed the blind, the lame, those overwhelmed 
by evil spirits, and those overcome by grief because of the death of a 
loved one. He proclaimed liberty to the captives by freeing the bur-
dened from their sins and opening the spirit prison of those bound 
by lack of knowledge and ordinances. He walked among the people of 
Galilee, Samaria, and Judea, all the while reaching out to the poor and 
needy, caring for the widows and orphans, and blessing the strang-
ers. In very deed, Jesus of Nazareth was the living embodiment of 
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the compassion and mercy taught by the law of Moses, and he would 
extend this compassion and mercy to all of humankind through his 
Atonement. 

At the end of his ministry Jesus invited us all to imitate his com-
passion and mercy: “For I was an hungred, and ye gave me meat: I 
was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me 
in: Naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: I was in 
prison, and ye came unto me. . . . Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one 
of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me” (Matthew 
25:35–36, 40). In preparation for his return we are entreated to hear 
the cry of the oppressed and to do as he did so that we may be ready to 
witness the fulfillment of the end of that passage in Isaiah: “To com-
fort all that mourn; to appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give 
unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment 
of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they might be called trees of 
righteousness, the planting of the Lord, that he might be glorified” 
(Isaiah 61:2–3).

Social Justice and the Messiah

In the end time, when God returns to the earth as the Messiah, he 
will sit on his throne founded on justice and judgment, and he will 
judge the world in justice and righteousness. Isaiah saw this day: 

“And the mean man shall be brought down, and the mighty man shall 
be humbled, and the eyes of the lofty shall be humbled: But the Lord 
of hosts shall be exalted in judgment [bamišpāṭ], and God that is holy 
shall be sanctified in righteousness [bîṣǝdāqāh]” (Isaiah 5:15–16). In 
addition, Isaiah eloquently expressed God’s compassionate and mer-
ciful nature when he described what that day will be like when the 
Lord God “will swallow up death in victory; and the Lord God will 
wipe away tears from off all faces” (Isaiah 25:8) and when “the voice 
of weeping shall be no more heard . . . nor the voice of crying” (Isaiah 
65:19).
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Until that day when Jesus Christ will establish final justice and 
righteousness (Ezekiel 18:5–9), we as his covenant people are called to 
become like him in compassion and mercy” (Psalm 86:15), and we are 
entrusted to hear and respond to the cries of the poor, the widows, 
the orphans, and the strangers and to love them and give them succor 
(Deuteronomy 10:16–19). As expressed by the Lord in Doctrine and 
Covenants 136:8 when he commanded the latter-day Saints to care 
for “the poor, the widows, the fatherless,” the cause of Zion that we 
are building is to be “of one heart and one mind,” to dwell “in righ-
teousness,” and to have “no poor among” us (Moses 7:18). 
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