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The prevailing attitude today makes community responsibility totally voluntary, says 
that no one can tell us what to do, that personal privacy and individual rights are the 
most important values, and that one's own "feelings" take precedence over the needs 
of others. This has become the popular definition of self in society. It is not a Jewish 
definition. 

I s S o m e t h i n g W r o n g W i t h 
F e d e r a t i o n C a m p a i g n s ? 

T h e Jewish Community Federation 
is generally considered to be the cen
tral institution of the organized Amer
ican Jewish community. This is in part 
due to the extraordinary success the 
Federation has had in collecting and 
allocating funds. Federation's ability to 
satisfactorily fulfill community needs 
through the systematic provision of ser
vices is based on a sensitive process of 
budget and allocations. Curiously, those 
who run campaigns often function in 
a generally hostile environment. Both 
professional and lay participants in the 
fund raising process seem to be on the 
defensive more often than not. T o de
fend the Federation campaign and to 
show why it is a truly worthy Jewish 
enterprise, the purpose of this paper, 
is not to suggest that any individual 
campaign is without flaw. Let us by all 
means criticize and correct failings and 
abuses. But that can only be done with 
clearsighted perspective on the role 
Federation fund raising campaigns play 
in Jewish community life and their cen-
trality to the hallowed traditions of our 
people. 

T h e problem is all-pervasive. T h e 
campaign is o f ten regarded with 
professional suspicion even within the 
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framework of the Federation family. 
This is not only reflected in but may 
also be the result of the training given 
to Jewish c o m m u n i t y profess ionals . 
Jewish communal services students have 
precious little exposure to the fund 
raising aspects of Jewish communal life. 
T h e schools argue that there is not 
enough literature on the subject or 
people with academic credentials who 
can teach fund raising as a course. Nei
ther argument is valid. There is plenty 
of literature in Federation fund raising 
statistics. And we have (or should have) 
learned from the example of MBA pro
grams, which invite CEOs of major cor
porations to be in residence with their 
students, that life experience is often 
more valuable than academic creden
tials. There are many Jewish commu
nity professionals working in the cam
paign departments of Federations who 
could provide students with excellent 
role models. But it is not enough to 
spend one or two hours with a cam
paign director over the course of sev
eral years of professional training. This 
subject deserves more extended treat
ment. 

T h e same lack of understanding pre
vails among rabbis and members of 
their congregations who often respond 
negatively to the Federation and its 
fund raising campaign. Many rabbis 
have had, at best, neutral contact with 
Federation campaigns during their stu
dent years. Once in congregations, they 
frequently view fund raising campaigns 

27 



TZEDAKAH: T H E HIGHEST MlTZVAH 

with hositility. Most rabbis seem to have 
extremely limited knowledge of Fed
eration activities in general, let alone 
the specifics of campaign. As a result, 
they will often treat the Federation and 
its campaign as the enemy, struggling 
with them for the limited resources of 
the community. (All too often, they are 
similarly viewed by those involved in 
Federat ion c a m p a i g n s — a mis taken, 
mutual distortion of the reality.) This 
adversarial attitude often characterizes 
the approach to Federation of the other 
non-federated agencies and organiza
tions in the Jewish community as well. 

All of these make hostility and sus
picion acceptable community responses 
to campaign, and force the major cam
paigners in the community into an al
most apo loge t i c pos ture . Lay and 
professional solicitors have all experi
enced "put offs" that are expressed as 
personal attacks. Campaigners are ac
cused of only being interested in the 
"bottom line." Their techniques are 
described as "squeezing" or "black
mail" or given other derogatory ad
jectives. They are avoided, their phone 
calls go unreturned, and they are asked 
accusingly, "What gives you the right 
. . . ? " Everyone active in campaign 
undergoes such experiences with reg
ularity. Volunteers and professionals 
who are faced with such hostility and 
yet continue to function successfully on 
behalf of the community campaign, who 
keep a clear sense of purpose and do 
not become discouraged or embittered 
deserve a great deal of credit. 

It is particularly frustrating that these 
people are put on the defensive by the 
Jewish community because in reality 
they are fulfilling the great Jewish mitz
vah of tzedakah—in the purest, most 
direct sense. 

The "Volunteer" Community 
T h e world in which we live today is 

substantially different from the world 

which produced the traditional defi
nitions and attitudes related to tze
dakah, the voluntary private support 
of institutions that operate for the pub
lic good by serving communal needs. 
Jews who lived in their own country 
with their own national identity during 
the First and Second Commonwealths, 
and Jews who lived in separate, self-
contained and self-governing commu
nities among other nations in the Dias
pora did not have the freedom of 
movement and socialization that we 
have now as Jews living in a secular, 
Christianized democratic country. T h e 
Jewish community structure of twen
tieth century America is self-governing, 
but it is totally voluntary. It is possible 
for Jews to survive in America without 
clinging to the Jewish community. It is 
no longer personally threatening to dis
sociate from the community. Such an 
action, either imposed (by excommun
ication or exile) or voluntary, was vir
tually the equivalent of statelessness 
prior to 1800. This freedom of move
ment has altered Jewish life styles and 
philosophy. As a result, Christian modes 
of behavior and value systems have 
crept into Jewish life patterns, causing 
a change in the popular understanding 
of such Jewish values as tzedakah, one 
of the major means of participation in 
the Jewish community. 

Tzedakah is Not a "Charitable" 
Deduction 

That is why we frequently hear Jews 
talk about their charitable contribu
tions. Even when they use the word 
tzedakah, they all too often are think
ing of charity. Tzedakah is not charity. 
Charity is derived from the Latin car-
itas. It means "from the heart" or 
"heartfelt" and is usually asssociated 
with the Christian definition of "love" 
(agape—see I Corinthians 13). This is 
quite different from tzedakah, which is 
derived from the Hebrew word tzedek. 
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Tzedek means "justice." Fulfilling the 
mitzvah of tzedakah is no more or less 
than enacting justice. A mitzvah is nei
ther a "blessing" nor a "good d e e d " — 
mitzvah means " c o m m a n d m e n t , " 
something we are obligated to perform. 
There are therefore, vast differences 
between tzedakah and charity. Charity 
is concerned primarily with the feelings 
of the donor and the donor's relation
ship with the recipient. Tzedakah, in
volves the doing of just deeds for the 
sake of the community. Justice is not 
defined by the individual (donor or re
cipient) but by the community. Love, 
on the other hand, the basis of "char
ity," can only be identified by the per
son who feels it. 

T h e clearest differentiation of char
ity and tzedakah is, interest ingly 
enough, in the Catholic Encyclopedia en
try for "charity." It says, 

charity differs from justice inasmuch as it 
conceives its object, i.e., the neighbor, as a 
brother and is based on the union existing 
between man and man; whereas justice re
gards him as a separate individual and is based 
upon his independent personal dignity and 
rights. 

T h e encyclopedia goes on to show 
how charity is superior by Catholic 
standards. For those of us who accept 
the Jewish value system, however, jus
tice "based upon . . . independent per
sonal dignity and rights" is clearly the 
superior way of dealing with the needs 
of others. 

T h e Jewish tradit ion has always 
stressed "justice" and its preeminence 
in the Jewish value system. T h e huge 
number of references to tzedakah in 
the traditional sources testifies to its 
importance. A few examples: Deuter
onomy 16 says "Justice, justice shall 
you pursue." Pirke Avot states, "the 
more justice, the more peace," echoing 
Isaiah's declaration (in 32:17) that "the 
work of righteousness shall be peace, 

and the effect of righteousness, calm 
and confidence forever." "Righteous
ness" and "justice" are equated in Ju
daism—both are valid translations of 
the word tzedakah. According to the 
Talmud (Baba Batra 9a), "tzedakah is 
equal to all the other mitzvot com
bined" ! In the most penitential mo
ments of the Yom Kippur liturgy, the 
unetaneh tokef prayer says "Repentance, 
prayer and justice temper judgment's 
harsh decree." On the Day of Re
pentance, when we confront the ques
tion of "who shall live and who shall 
die," the Mahzor reminds us that pray
ers for forgiveness and promises of re
pentance are not enough—we must also 
engage in tzedakah, acts of justice. 

Our tradition even warns us not to 
be too generous! T h e Talmud says that 
people should give tzedakah gener
ously, but they must be prevented from 
giving away all that they have! (See the 
discussion in Arakin 28a for specifics.) 
And twice (in Arakin 28a and in Ke-
tubot 50a) the Talmud insists that no 
one should give more than a fifth of 
h i s /her property to tzedakah. In that 
context, let's look at the most abused 
Jewish source on the subject of tze
dakah, Maimonides' "Eight Degrees of 
Tzedakah." 

D e g r e e s i n G i v i n g 

Rabbi Moses ben M a i m o n — a l s o 
known as the Rambam, or Maimon
ides—was a great Jewish scholar (as 
well as personal physician to the Caliph 
in Cairo). He is often quoted by rabbis 
and lay people who are opposed to 
aggressive public methods of soliciting 
tzedakah. They cite his famous "eight 
degrees" which describes the "higher" 
levels of giving as the voluntary gen
erosity of people willing to remain 
anonymous. However, those who use 
Maimonides for this purpose rarely ac
knowledge the context in which the 
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"eight degrees" was offered. First of 
all, Maimonides assumed that everyone 
was already giving tzedakah. There was 
almost no optional element in his so
ciety. Maimonides participated in dis
cussions about making tzedakah man
datory, and reports that the rabbis 
decided not to do so only because re
quiring contributions would have made 
tzedakah a tax rather than an act of 
justice and righteousness. It was ex
p e c t e d , h o w e v e r , that every man, 
woman and child would participate. It 
was also understood that tzedakah in
volved giving at least ten percent of 
the income of most families. In other 
words, tzedakah was not a vague, amor
phous concept but rather a specific, 
almost technical—and universal—ob
ligation. Although there were no legal 
punishments for non-compliance, tight 
community control nevertheless ex
erted virtually coercive pressure. (In 
Baba Batra 8b, for instance, the Tal
mud records approvingly that a rabbi, 
collecting tzedakah, "compelled" an
other to give a specific, large amount 
of money.) 

Within the framework of this system, 
Maimonides urged people to perform 
the mitzvah of tzedakah with fullness 
of heart and without need for special 
recognition. They were, after all, not 
being asked to do more than what was 
expected of all Jews. T h e obligation of 
tzedakah did not rest on the rich alone. 
In Tractate Gittin, the Talmud says 
that even "if a man sees that his live
lihood is barely sufficient for him he 
should give to tzedakah from it" ( "and 
all the more so if it is plentiful"—7a) 
and adds (in 7b) that "even a poor 
person who lives on tzedakah should 
give tzedakah" ! 

In addition, a review of the text of 
the "Eight Degrees of Tzedakah" shows 
that Maimonides was far more con
cerned with the recipient than with the 
donor. He wanted to preserve the re

cipient's anonymity so as not to em
barrass the person in need; he was not 
so much worried about the "feelings" 
of the donor. T h e Federation's allo
cations process is modeled on Mai
monides' concern and assiduously at
tempts to preserve the rec ip ients ' 
anonymity. 

Why, then, have we taken such a 
hostile attitude toward aggressive fund 
raising in modern society? Is it because 
our responses reflect Christian rather 
than Jewish values? Is it because Jews 
today relate to the word "charity" and 
have no conception of the role tze
dakah should play in their lives? 

T w o T y p e s o f S o c i e t y 

We Jews have greater contact with 
the "Christian" world than ever before 
in history. In American society, from 
toddler television programs to public 
school experiences to the realities of 
everyday adult life, we are exposed to 
popular thinking that reflects strong 
Christian influence. Our reflexive ad
herence to these values compromises 
the basic nature even of those insti
tutions which should most strongly rep
resent traditional Jewish values. Con
sider the ro le o f the rabbi. For 
centuries, rabbis were scholars and 
teachers. Today they have become pri
marily pastors and institutional care
takers. It is, perhaps, a good thing that 
they have been able to readjust their 
roles to suit the needs of the com
munity. But by whose value system have 
these needs been shaped? 

An even more serious change has 
taken place in our society. A little 
scholarly background is necessary to 
explain it. In 1887, Ferdinand Tonnies 
analyzed Germany's move from an 
agrarian to an industrial society. He 
saw not just economic shifts, but so
ciological and behavioral changes which 
worried him. His work, Gemeinschaft und 
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Gesellschaft, p r e s e n t s a n i n v i d i o u s c o m 
p a r i s o n o f t w o types o f soc ie ty : Ge-
meinschaft, a c o m m u n i t y o f m u t u a l a id , 
trust a n d i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e ; a n d Gesells
chaft, a soc i e ty w h e r e se l f - in teres t is t h e 
d o m i n a n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n . T h e s y s t e m o f 

J e w i s h t h o u g h t a n d s e l f - g o v e r n a n c e 
p a s s e d o n t o us by o u r t rad i t i on ap
p r o x i m a t e s t h e Gemeinschaft c o m m u 
nity. T h a t is t h e c a r i n g , w a r m J e w i s h 
c o m m u n i t y w e r o m a n t i c i z e . 

W e d o n o t l ive in that k i n d o f c o m 
m u n i t y , h o w e v e r . In o u r soc i e ty w e are 
c o n c e r n e d a b o u t o u r s e l v e s in o p p o s i 
t ion t o t h o s e a r o u n d us . Al l o f t h e " m e 
first" a n d " l o o k i n g o u t for N u m b e r 
O n e " b o o k s a n d s tud ies subs tant ia t e 
this . T h e p r i m a c y o f t h e ind iv idua l r e 
p l a c e s c o n c e r n for t h e n e e d s o f t h e 
c o m m u n i t y a n d t h e e n a c t m e n t o f j u s 
t ice , centra l a spec t s o f t h e t rad i t iona l 
J e w i s h va lue sy s t em. T h e p r e v a i l i n g at
t i t u d e t o d a y m a k e s c o m m u n a l r e s p o n 
sibil ity total ly v o l u n t a r y , says that n o 
o n e can tell us w h a t t o d o , that p e r s o n a l 
pr ivacy a n d ind iv idua l r igh t s are t h e 
m o s t i m p o r t a n t va lues , a n d that o n e ' s 
o w n " f e e l i n g s " take p r e c e d e n c e o v e r 
t h e n e e d s o f o t h e r s . T h i s has b e c o m e 
t h e p o p u l a r d e f i n i t i o n o f se l f in soc i e ty . 
It is n o t a J e w i s h de f in i t i on . It d o e s 
n o t c o n f o r m t o t h e t rad i t iona l J e w i s h 
s y s t e m for fulf i l l ing c o m m u n a l n e e d s . 
T h i s Gesellschaft k i n d o f soc i e ty d o e s 
w o r k , h o w e v e r , wi th t h e Chris t ian c o n 
c e p t o f char i ty , w i t h its e m p h a s i s o n 
g o o d f e e l i n g s a n d p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n 
ships . A s a resul t , in t h e a c c u l t u r a t e d 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , t z e d a k a h has c o m e 
t o b e v i e w e d as char i ty . T h i s subt l e 
shift is n o t o n l y easi ly m a d e , b u t c o n 
v e n i e n t . B e s i d e s , a n d this m a y b e o u r 
fault , t h e r e is n o e x a c t E n g l i s h paral le l 
for t z e d a k a h , n o specif ic w o r d c o n v e y s 
t h e H e b r e w c o n c e p t . T h a t is p e r h a p s 
t h e r e a s o n w h y p r a y e r b o o k s a n d trans
l a t i o n s o f t r a d i t i o n a l t e x t s — w h i c h 
s h o u l d k n o w b e t t e r — f a l l i n t o t h e t rap 
o f m a k i n g " c h a r i t y " t h e Eng l i sh e q u i v 

a l e n t o f tzedakah. T h e i r d e s i r e t o e x 
p la in o u r t r a d i t i o n in t e r m s o f t h e m a 
j o r i t y c u l t u r e d o e s a d i s serv i ce t o 
J u d a i s m a n d J e w i s h causes . 

" F e e l i n g s " a n d G i v i n g L e v e l s 

T h o s e w h o raise m o n e y for F e d e r 
a t i o ns m u s t c o n t e n d w i t h t h e fact that 
t h e Gesellschaft s oc i e ty has p e r v e r t e d 
trad i t iona l J e w i s h c o n c e p t s o f g i v i n g . 
T h e i n s i s t e n c e o n pr ivacy a n d o n l y 
d o i n g w h a t " fee l s g o o d " has b e c o m e 
a l m o s t a b s o l u t e in o u r soc i e ty . J e w s 
h a v e a l so b e g u n t o d e f i n e t z e d a k a h in 
t h e s e t e r m s . M o r e t h a n o n e rabbi has 
s c o r n e d t h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f lists o f g i v e r s 
a n d t h e p u b l i c a n n o u n c e m e n t s o f g i f ts 
as u n f e e l i n g a n d in v i o l a t i o n o f Mai
m o n i d e s ' s t a n d a r d s . T h e Chr i s t ian u n 
d e r s t a n d i n g o f char i ty d o e s e m p h a s i z e 
pr ivacy , " f e e l i n g s " a n d p e r s o n a l re la
t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n t h e d o n o r a n d t h e 
r e c i p i e n t . B u t t h e J e w i s h s y s t e m has 
a lways e m p h a s i z e d t h e d i g n i t y o f t h e 
r e c i p i e n t a n d t h e o b l i g a t i o n o f all m e m 
b e r s o f t h e c o m m u n i t y t o m e e t c o m 
m u n i t y n e e d s . T h e J e w i s h s y s t e m says 
that m e e t i n g t h e n e e d s is m o r e i m 
p o r t a n t t h a n h o w w e fee l a b o u t w h a t 
w e a re g i v i n g . J e w s t o d a y a r e n ' t ac
c u s t o m e d t o b e i n g t o l d that t h e y m u s t 
m e e t c o m m u n i t y o b l i g a t i o n s e v e n if it 
d o e s n ' t " fee l g o o d . " W e h a v e b e e n 
c o o p t e d by t h e v a l ue sys tem o f t h e 
Chris t ian major i ty . 

T h e p r o b l e m is a g g r a v a t e d by t h e 
fact that t h e c o m m u n i t y ' s n e e d s a re 
o f t e n s e e n o n l y t h r o u g h t h e d e p e r s o n 
a l i zed u s e o f n u m b e r s . F u n d raisers a r e 
p e r c e i v e d as b e i n g i n t e r e s t e d in t h e 
h i g h e s t g i v i n g l eve l p o s s i b l e f r o m e a c h 
indiv idual a n d t h e b i g g e s t n u m b e r for 
t h e e n t i r e c o m m u n i t y . T o o o f t e n , a 
p r o s p e c t i v e d o n o r w e i g h s h i s / h e r per 
sonal d i s c o m f o r t aga ins t t h e a t t a i n m e n t 
o f a n u m e r i c a l goa l . 

T h e m o n e t a r y g o a l o f c a m p a i g n is 
n o t an e n d in itself. T h e c a m p a i g n 
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n u m b e r is a m e a n s t o a n e n d . T h a t 
e n d is s erv i ce t o t h e c o m m u n i t y a n d 
fu l f i l lment o f t h e n e e d s o f m a n y in
d iv idua l s . G i v i n g l eve l s w h i c h re f lec t 
t h e t r u e capabi l i ty o f d o n o r s e n a b l e t h e 
c o m m u n i t y t o m e e t m o r e n e e d s . If ag
g r e s s i v e so l i c i ta t ion t e c h n i q u e s g u a r 
a n t e e c o m m u n a l serv ices , t h e n t h e J e w 
ish c o m m u n i t y s h o u l d b e p r e p a r e d t o 
par t i c ipate as ful ly as poss ib le . 

N a m i n g N a m e s 

It has b e e n a l o n g s t a n d i n g J e w i s h 
t rad i t i on t o ident i fy c o n t r i b u t o r s p u b 
licly a n d t o inscr ibe t h e n a m e s o f b e n 
e f a c t o r s o n t h e wal ls o f s y n a g o g u e s a n d 
o t h e r c o m m u n i t y b u i l d i n g s (as o n t h e 
floor o f t h e s y n a g o g u e at Be i t Al fa , t o 
n a m e o n l y o n e a n c i e n t e x a m p l e ) . T h e 
a r g u m e n t that s u c h pub l i c displays are 
n o t t h e s a m e as b o o k s o f d o n o r s a n d 
c a r d ca l l ing at d i n n e r s b e g s t h e q u e s 
t i o n . A r e t h e y any d i f f erent f r o m c o n 
g r e g a t i o n a l ad j o u r n a l s ? It w o u l d b e a 
m o s t u n u s u a l s y n a g o g u e w h e r e t h e cos t 
o f a s ta ined glass w i n d o w , sanc tuary 
p e w , ark d e c o r a t i o n , social hall o r o t h e r 
such d e d i c a t o r y i t e m a n d t h e n a m e s o f 
t h e p e o p l e w h o c o n t r i b u t e d t h e m w e r e 
n o t wel l k n o w n o r easi ly f o u n d o u t . It 
has e v e n b e e n c o m m o n J e w i s h c u s t o m 
t o publ i c ly a n n o u n c e t h e d o n a t i o n s o f 
p e o p l e ca l l ed t o t h e T o r a h for an ali-
yah. 

T h e c l a i m t o pr ivacy a n d m o n e t a r y 
s q u e a m i s h n e s s , c o m m o n l y e s p o u s e d t o 
day , m u s t b e w e i g h e d by all w h o truly 
c a r e aga ins t t h e va lue o f m e e t i n g c o m 
m u n i t y n e e d s a n d t h e tradi t ional J e w i s h 
c u s t o m o f publ i c ly t h a n k i n g c o m m u n i t y 
m e m b e r s for t h e i r gifts o f largesse . By 
c h o o s i n g r e g a r d for t h e sensit iv i ty a n d 
d e s i r e for a n o n y m i t y o f p o t e n t i a l d o 
n o r s , w e o p t for a c o m m o n m o d e r n 
i d e o l o g y ak in t o t h e Chr i s t ian def in i 
t i o n o f char i ty; by c h o o s i n g pub l i c re 
spons ib i l i ty , w e e s p o u s e t h e tradi t iona l 
J e w i s h o b l i g a t i o n o f car ing for t h e n e e d s 
o f t h e c o m m u n i t y t h r o u g h t z e d a k a h . 

T z e d a k a h A l o n e i s N o t E n o u g h 

W e h a v e d e f i n e d t z e d a k a h as t h e vol 
u n t a r y p r i v a t e s u p p o r t o f in s t i tu t ions 
w h i c h o p e r a t e for t h e p u b l i c g o o d by 
fulf i l l ing c o m m u n a l n e e d s . It is i m p o r 
tant n o t t o c o n f u s e t z e d a k a h w i t h s im
ilar J e w i s h o b l i g a t i o n s that s e r v e o t h e r 
n e e d s . F u n d raisers are o f t e n c o n 
f r o n t e d by p e o p l e w h o c o n f u s e t h e s e 
va lues a n d use t h e i r c o n f u s i o n as an 
e x c u s e for i n a c t i o n o r i n a d e q u a t e ac
t i o n . 

T z e d a k a h , for e x a m p l e , is n o t gi'milut 
hasadim, w h i c h can b e trans la ted as "acts 
o f c iv ic v i r t u e . " Gi'milut hasadim re 
q u i r e s p e r s o n a l i n v o l v e m e n t in t h e l ives 
o f o t h e r s for t h e sake o f a c a r i n g so 
c ie ty . B o t h t z e d a k a h a n d gi'milut has
adim a re i m p o r t a n t parts o f t h e J e w i s h 
s y s t e m o f m i t z v o t . Gi'milut hasadim e n 
c o m p a s s e s v i s i t ing t h e sick, h e l p i n g t o 
b u r y t h e d e a d , c o m f o r t i n g t h e m o u r 
ners , w e l c o m i n g s t r a n g e r s a n d per 
f o r m i n g t h e m y r i a d o f o t h e r " g o o d 
d e e d s " that m a k e o u r c o m m u n i t y a 
m o r e c iv i l i zed a n d c a r i n g p l a c e . O u r 
t r a d i t i o n sees t h e s e act iv i t ies less as 
" n i c e t h i n g s t o d o " t h a n as c lear ly d e 
f ined o b l i g a t i o n s d e v o l v i n g o n e v e r y 
o n e . B u t a p e r s o n w h o u s e s t h e e x c u s e 
that h e / s h e d o n a t e s d e e d s a n d t i m e 
a n d , by so d o i n g , is e x e m p t f r o m tze
d a k a h (or has e a r n e d t h e r i g h t t o g i v e 
less t h a n capabi l i ty) is in v i o l a t i o n o f 
J u d a i s m ' s e n t i r e s y s t e m o f m i t z v o t . T h e 
classic e x a m p l e o f this "put off" is t h e 
d o c t o r o r lawyer w h o d o e s pro bono 
w o r k o r r e d u c e s f e e s for t h e i n d i g e n t 
a n d t h e n c la ims s o m e leve l o f e x e m p 
t ion f r o m t z e d a k a h s ince h i s / h e r ser
v ices w e r e d o n a t e d . T h e o t h e r e x t r e m e 
is equa l ly r e p r e h e n s i b l e . O n e c a n n o t 
use g e n e r o u s p a r t i c i p a t i o n in t z e d a k a h 
as an e x c u s e for n o t p e r f o r m i n g acts 
o f gi'tnilut hasadim. 

T h e r e is, h o w e v e r , a p r o b l e m t o d a y 
in fulf i l l ing t h e m i t z v o t a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 
gi'milut hasadim. V i s i t i n g t h e sick, bury -
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i n g t h e d e a d a n d w e l c o m i n g t h e 
s t r a n g e r a r e t h e m i t z v o t o f a c l o s e c o m 
m u n i t y . M o s t o f us n o l o n g e r l ive in 
s u c h c o m m u n i t i e s . T h e Gesellschaft so
c ie ty d o e s n o t e n c o u r a g e c a r i n g c o m 
m u n a l r e la t i onsh ips . M o r e o f t e n t h a n 
n o t , w e e x p e c t p r o f e s s i o n a l s to fulfill 
t h e s e m i t z v o t for us , a n d w e increas 
ingly rely o n o u r soc ie ta l ins t i tu t ions 
t o m e e t s u c h n e e d s . T h e serv ice a g e n 
c ies c h a r g e d wi th t h e s e respons ib i l i t i e s 
are o f t e n f u n d e d by F e d e r a t i o n c a m 
p a i g n s — w h i c h are t h e n a c c u s e d o f 
b e i n g t o o a g g r e s s i v e in t h e i r pursu i t o f 
t zedakah! 

Contributions to the Synagogue are 
Not Tzedakah 

S u p p o r t i n g a s y n a g o g u e is d i f f erent 
f r o m g i v i n g t z e d a k a h . W h e n w e m a k e 
c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o o u r s y n a g o g u e s w e are 
p a y i n g for serv ices d e l i v e r e d t o o u r 
se lves a n d o u r o w n c o m m u n i t y . T h e 
s y n a g o g u e g ive s us o p p o r t u n i t i e s to ful
fill a h o s t o f J e w i s h va lues , i n c l u d i n g 
that o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n in t h e r e l i g i o u s 
c o m m u n i t y . W e a lso e d u c a t e o u r s e l v e s 
a n d o u r c h i l d r e n t h e r e . O n l y a very 
smal l p e r c e n t a g e o f t h e m o n e y w e g i v e 
o u r s y n a g o g u e s can b e u n d e r s t o o d as 
t z e d a k a h . By J e w i s h d e f i n i t i o n , f u n d s 
f r o m w h i c h w e a n d o u r i m m e d i a t e 
c o m m u n i t y are t h e d i r e c t a n d p r i m a r y 
bene f i c iar i e s c a n n o t b e c o n s i d e r e d tze
d a k a h . M o r e p r o p e r l y , t h e s e f u n d s ful
fill t h e m i t z v a h o f avodah. In t h e days 
o f t h e T e m p l e , avodah—worship—was 
T e m p l e service . S ince t h e r e is n o l o n g e r 
a T e m p l e , a n d t h e s y n a g o g u e is its 
c loses t d e s c e n d a n t , c o n t r i b u t i o n s to t h e 
s y n a g o g u e o u g h t t o b e c o n s i d e r e d avo
dah. M a n y o f us h a v e a p r o b l e m dis
t i n g u i s h i n g b e t w e e n s u p p o r t o f o u r 
s y n a g o g u e s a n d t z e d a k a h b e c a u s e w e 
are m o r e c o n v e r s a n t wi th t h e laws o f 
t h e In terna l R e v e n u e S e r v i c e — w h i c h 
a p p e a r s to e q u a t e d o n a t i o n s t o syn
a g o g u e s wi th d e d u c t i o n s for contr i 

b u t i o n s o f t z e d a k a h — t h a n w e a re w i t h 
J e w i s h law. T h e s a m e d i s t i n c t i o n n e e d s 
t o b e m a d e r e g a r d i n g d o n a t i o n s t o t h e 
o t h e r s e r v i c e a g e n c i e s w e s u p p o r t , s u c h 
as B'nai B'r i th a n d A m e r i c a n J e w i s h 
C o m m i t t e e . T h e r e is c er ta in ly an e l e 
m e n t o f t z e d a k a h in s u p p o r t i n g t h e s e 
ins t i tu t ions b u t , by a n d large , w h a t t h e y 
d o has d irec t b e n e f i t for o u r o w n l ives . 

T z e d a k a h , by c o n t r a s t , is d i r e c t e d 
pr imar i ly t o p e o p l e w h o m w e d o n o t 
p e r s o n a l l y k n o w . It is m o r e c o n c e r n e d 
wi th t h e n e e d s o f t h e c o m m u n i t y t h a n 
wi th t h e f e e l i n g s o f t h e c o n t r i b u t o r 
( a l t h o u g h a h a p p y c o n t r i b u t o r is b e t t e r 
t h a n an u n h a p p y o n e ) , a n d it is d e t e r 
m i n e d t o p r e s e r v e t h e a n o n y m i t y a n d 
d ign i ty o f t h e r e c i p i e n t . It is, finally, a 
J e w i s h o b l i g a t i o n w h i c h m u s t n o t b e 
c o n f u s e d w i t h o t h e r J e w i s h o b l i g a t i o n s 
such as gi'milut hasadim a n d avodah. 

A s l o n g as t h e r e are c o m m u n a l n e e d s , 
t h e r e f o r e , w e m u s t c o n t i n u e t o raise 
m o n e y — a n d t o u s e t h e m e t h o d s that 
h a v e p r o v e n m o s t e f fec t ive . T h e p u b 
l icat ion o f lists a n d t h e a n n o u n c e m e n t 
o f gifts a re n o t o n l y p e r m i s s i b l e w i t h i n 
t h e J e w i s h s y s t e m b u t d e s i r a b l e s ince 
t h e y h e l p p r o v i d e g r e a t e r t z e d a k a h re
s o u r c e s for t h e c o m m u n i t y . A c t u a l l y , 
t h e r e is an e v e n m o r e e f f ec t ive m e t h o d . 

Face to Face 

T h e m o s t e f f ec t ive a n d , inc identa l ly , 
t h e m o s t J e w i s h s y s t e m is face t o face 
so l i c i ta t ion . E v e n m o r e e f f ec t ive is t h e 
" t w o o n o n e " face t o face so l i c i ta t ion . 
T h e o p p o r t u n i t y for d i scuss ion a n d full 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e e n t i r e p r o c e s s by 
t h e d o n o r d o e s ex i s t w h e n o n e indi
v idual sol ic i ts a n o t h e r . H o w e v e r , it is 
still t w o ind iv idua l s ta lk ing . W h e n t w o 
(or m o r e ) p e o p l e sol icit t o g e t h e r , t h e y 
act as a c o m m i t t e e o f t h e c o m m u n i t y . 
T h e y n o l o n g e r e x p r e s s on ly t h e i r o w n 
o p i n i o n s b u t c o m e as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s 
o f t h e c o r p o r a t e J e w i s h w h o l e . ( T h e 
T a l m u d says that t z e d a k a h s h o u l d b e 

33 



TZEDAKAH: T H E HIGHEST MlTZVAH 

collected jointly by [at least] two people 
and distributed by [at least] three— 
Baba Batra 8a.) These people have the 
right to ask for a commitment because 
they have already made commitments 
themselves. When they suggest giving 
levels, they do so based upon their own 
levels of commitment. This prerequi
site is important because it fulfills the 
precept of "not judging your neighbor 
until you have stood in your neighbor's 
place." Only a person who had made 
a commitment can represent the com
munity to someone else for the purpose 
of soliciting funds. 

T h e closer the relationship of the 
solicitor to the donor, the better each 
participant understands the other's role 
with regard to the needs of the com
munity. T h e "open caucus" system de
vised by the Young Leadership Cabinet 
of the United Jewish Appeal is prob
ably the best and purest form of this 
system of solicitation. Each "caucus" 
involves a group of four or five men 
from different areas of the country who 
are of approximately the same age and 
giving capability. They sit down to
gether and each describes in detail his 
financial position and his own personal 
commitment. Everyone, in turn, an
nounces his projected gift, which is then 
discussed by the group and either ac
cepted or rejected. T h e roles of donor 
and representative of the community 
are thereby closely allied because each 
person serves in both capacities during 
the course of the caucus. T h e result is 
a very high level of financial commit
ment as well as personal involvement 
in community activity. T h e "open cau
cus" system also creates strong support 
group relationships among the people 
who have opened their lives to one 
another. In most cases, a feeling of 
"family" closeness (rather than a sense 
of nakedness or personal violation) 
emerges from the soul-bearing of each 
caucus. They know the role that each 

participant has played, and they have 
experienced together the tension in
volved in matching their tzedakah com
mitment to the level of the needs of 
the community. 

It is, obviously, not possible to re
create this kind of group dynamic in 
most situations in most communities. 
However, it is worth mentioning be
cause it shows that the application of 
Jewish principles to the solicitation pro
cess can result in positive feelings, with 
successful results as well. A good so
licitation can make both the solicitor 
and the donor feel very good about 
themselves, although it is not the pri
mary goal of Jewish communal fund 
raising. For this to happen, both donor 
and solicitor must have a clear under
standing of their places in the Jewish 
value system. At this point, it should 
be evident that hostility to Federation 
campaigns is often the result of ex
posure to other value systems rather 
than any inherent "unjewishness" in 
campaign. Certainly individual cam
paigns and solicitors have flaws and 
failings—we are dealing with human 
institutions—but the benefits to the 
c o m m u n i t y a lmost always o u t w e i g h 
them. 

C o l l e c t i v e E v a s i o n s o f J e w i s h 
R e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

It is for this reason that the "Tze
dakah Collective" should cause the 
Jewish community concern. T h e "Tze
dakah Collective," even though it uses 
the word tzedakah and is advocated by 
some members of the Jewish religious 
community (including various rabbis, 
synagogues and havurot), violates se
rious precepts of tzedakah. It allows 
for rather free-wheeling, arbitrary and 
often idiosyncratic participation in a 
giving process reminiscent of the love-
oriented concept of "charity" as de
fined by the Catholic Encyclopedia. Each 
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" c o l l e c t i v e " d e t e r m i n e s its level o f par
t i c ipat ion a n d t h e n e x p e c t s t h e m e m 
b e r s o f t h e g r o u p t o c o n t r i b u t e . N o 
o n e sol ic i ts a n y o n e e l se or s u g g e s t s that 
gifts m i g h t b e larger; n o r is t h e r e any 
a t t e m p t t o seek c o m p l i a n c e e v e n w i t h 
t h e r a t h e r l e n i e n t ru les o f par t i c ipa t ion 
t h a t m o s t " c o l l e c t i v e s " h a v e . F r e 
q u e n t l y t h e r e is a d i r e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p 
b e t w e e n d o n o r s a n d r e c i p i e n t s b e c a u s e 
p e o p l e m u s t p e r s o n a l l y a p p r o a c h t h e 
" c o l l e c t i v e " for a d o n a t i o n , or e l se in
d iv idua l m e m b e r s o f t h e " c o l l e c t i v e " 
s eek o u t t h o s e w h o are in n e e d or 
o t h e r w i s e w o r t h y o f t h e i r d o n a t i o n s . 
T h e a n o n y m i t y a n d d i g n i t y o f t h e re
c ip i en t are t h e r e b y less p r o t e c t e d t h a n 
are t h e f e e l i n g s o f t h e d o n o r w h o is 
n e v e r a s k e d for a specif ic a m o u n t or 
u r g e d t o g ive t o capac i ty . T h e total 
n e e d s o f t h e c o m m u n i t y are n o t t a k e n 
i n t o a c c o u n t . T h e e m p h a s i s in s t ead is 
o n t h e part icu lar in teres t s o f t h e m e m 
b e r s o f t h e " c o l l e c t i v e . " 

All o f th is w o u l d still b e t o l e r a b l e if 
t h e " c o l l e c t i v e " d id n o t b e c o m e an e x 
c u s e for n o n - p a r t i c i p a t i o n in t h e g e n 
eral c o m m u n i t y c a m p a i g n . C a m p a i g n 
ers t h r o u g h o u t t h e c o u n t r y h a v e b e e n 
all t o o f r e q u e n t l y t u r n e d away lately 
wi th t h e w o r d s : "I g i v e t h r o u g h m y 
' t zedakah c o l l e c t i v e . ' " If g i v i n g t o t h e 
" c o l l e c t i v e " s u p p l e m e n t e d a d e q u a t e 
s u p p o r t o f t h e g e n e r a l c o m m u n i t y c a m 
p a i g n , t h e p r o b l e m w o u l d on ly b e o n e 
o f i n t e r p r e t i n g methods o f t z e d a k a h . 
W h e n this k i n d o f g i v i n g b e c o m e s a 
way o f a v o i d i n g m e e t i n g t h e g e n e r a l 
n e e d s o f t h e c o m m u n i t y , t h o s e w h o 

c a r e a b o u t t h e c o m m u n i t y m u s t inev
itably r e s e n t it as a p e r v e r s i o n o f J e w i s h 
va lues . 

T h e H i g h e s t M i t z v a h 

T h e F e d e r a t i o n c a m p a i g n p r o v i d e s a 
h i g h l y c o n c e r n e d a n d sens i t ive p lan
n i n g , b u d g e t a n d a l l o c a t i o n s p r o c e s s 
wi th m e a n s for m e e t i n g c o m m u n i t y 
n e e d s . It is c lear ly t h e m o s t e f f ec t ive 
e x e r c i s e o f t z e d a k a h in t h e J e w i s h c o m 
m u n i t y . It is n o t i n t e n d e d t o r e p l a c e 
t h e o t h e r i m p o r t a n t J e w i s h v a l u e s s u c h 
as s y n a g o g u e p a r t i c i p a t i o n (avodah) a n d 
m e e t i n g social o b l i g a t i o n s (gi'milut has
adim), n o r c a n it b e r e p l a c e d by t h e m . 
P e o p l e w h o r e m o v e t h e m s e l v e s f r o m 
t h e s y s t e m as it n o w ex i s t s , e i t h e r b e 
c a u s e t h e y a re h o s t i l e or b e c a u s e t h e y 
m i s t a k e n l y b e l i e v e that t h e y a re satis
fy ing t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s by par t i c ipa t ing 
in o t h e r a s p e c t s o f J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y 
l ife, l e s sen t h e e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f t h e J e w 
ish c o m m u n i t y a n d its abil i ty t o m e e t 
its f r e q u e n t l y o v e r w h e l m i n g n e e d s . 

T h o s e p e o p l e w h o h a v e c o n t i n u e d t o 
g ive t z e d a k a h a n d call u p o n o t h e r 
m e m b e r s o f t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y t o 
g ive t h e i r j u s t s h a r e d e s e r v e pra i se . 
H o p e f u l l y , th is r e e v a l u a t i o n o f t h e J e w 
ish u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t z e d a k a h will p e r 
s u a d e lay p e o p l e a n d J e w i s h p r o f e s 
s i o n a l s a l i k e t h a t t h o s e w h o r u n 
F e d e r a t i o n c a m p a i g n s a n d raise t h e 
m o n e y neces sary t o s erve t h e n e e d s o f 
t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y fulfill o n e o f J u 
da i sm's h i g h e s t va lues , t h e m i t zv a h o f 
t z e d a k a h . 
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