Allocating One’s Tzedaka: Some Thoughts on Giving

By Giti Benndbetm

crious Jews of both genders consider it their responsibility

to be chartable. Our tradicion has much to say about

the philosophy of tzedaka, from the personal to the
institutional and from the demonstration of compassion to the
cxplcsswn of patronage. Given the ubiquity of tzedaka requests
in our lives, it scems important for us to consider how women
fit into the philanthropic picture and whether we bring some-
thing unique or particular to the performance of this important
Jewish obligation.

Whether working inside or outside the home, women now
take a greater role than in the past in decisions about where and
how the family gives charity. While traditionally cxpected to
support the smikvab and run the sisterhood, women today have
the abilicy to provide or dircct larger contributions from their
family tzedaka pot. This now realicy presents what might sccm
to be a tempring opportunity for women to move their
family’s giving away from supporting institutions thar have
denicd wamen access and toward new and innovative projects.
But while this move may sartisfy a taste for reprisal, it would be

short-sighted for both women and the community at large to
support one tvpe of giving at the expense of the ather.
When considering tzedaka opportunitics, an active member of
a community is pulled in two directions—to maintain existing
institutions and to make change. On the one hand, she under-
stands how much blood, sweat, and tcars have gone into creat-
ing and maintaining the old workhorse institurions thar run the
community. It is not very exciting to support these establish-
ments, and they arc often bogged down in the rusty machinery
of habit and convention. Very often, they are run by an old-
bovs" network, and onc’s first impulse is to write them off.
..contimied on page 2
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On the other hand, there i1s some-
thing awe-inspiring about the way
these nstitutions embody a previous
generation’s hopes and creativity—
often the generation that created you—
and it has always scemed to me bhath
disrespectful and somewhat impulsive
to move on to new projects without
being very sure that the old ones do not
simply nced a new infusion of ideas
and support. As active participants in a
community, we should give more than
passing thought to how disheartening
it 1s to build something, only to watch
as the next wave of leadership discards
it. Morcover, not only can progress
occur much more naturally when it is
part of an ongoing involvement but
also much moncy can be saved by
using the infrastructure that has been
put into place by the people who came
before you. This is not to suggest that
one should sentimentally waste money
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on tired and no longer relevant ideas.
New and innovative ways of thinking
and doing are crucial. However, we
cannot ignore our solemn responsibili-
ty to support the social institutions on
which our community depends—the
shul, the school, the mikval, the eri—
and to make surc these institutions stay
rclevant to all of us and important to
the way we live our lives.

Very often, real life gets in the way of
our most thought-through and plantul
intentions. Isracli victims of terror need
immediate help, the crisis in Darfur
won't wait until all of our communal
institutions arc solidly financed, and

support from an ideological or philo-
sophical position rather than from a
business point of view, I need help in
figuring out how to do it smartly, bur I
also want room to think creatively and
even boldly. The smaller project is
more likely to put me in touch with
people who share my vision of how
things could or ought to be and is
likely to allow me more flexibility in
implementing my goals. [ am likely to
be able to make meore of an impact
with less money and perhaps to be able
to support more independent, out-of-
the box projects that do not appeal to
everyone. [ also fecl that this “thinking

..giving tzedaka can involve being
a more direct agent of change...”

the man who won't give his wifc a get
will be only too happy if I'm too busy
raising money for my school to support
people who will picket his place of
busincss. Add to the mix, the many
individuals who ring our collecrive
telephones and come to our collective
community doors with immediate
nccds and palpable miscry. In these
most infimate, even intrusive, of tzeda-
ka encounters, how does one deter-
mine a responsc that is simultancously
truc to oncs values, onc’s long-range
plans, onc’s point of view, onc's ability,
and one’s right to privacy? Here is an
arca where we need to use our
judgment, on a casc-by-casc basis, to
implement charity-giving that is resist-
ant to both manipulation and cyni-
cism, both of which threaten to poison
the tzedaka-giving atmosphere of our
Jewish eco-system. Those who give
tzedaka and those who reccive it need
to understand and acknowledge that
giving charity includes an clement of
choice and that sometimes the answer
is a legitimate, if regretful or apolo-
getic, “No.”

At its most exciting, giving tgedaka
can involve being a more dirccr agent
of change, especially when the necd for
change feels urgent. One of the factors
that is very important to me in con-
templating where 1 would like to give
this kind of charity is the degree o
which my giving might effect real
change. When contemplating new
cndeavors, I am personally more likely
to want to contribute to a small project
with a limited but measurably achiev-
able goal than to a large project with a
global agenda and a big budget.
Because, like many women outside the
world of finance, [ come to the causes [

small” perspective comes out of my
recognition that, when it comes to
women's issues, the only steps that can
work, at least in the Orthodox com-
munity, arc very small steps. When
vou're changing a culture, vou can only
make people a little bit uncomfortable,
a lictle at a time.

I have learned, moreover, that sue-
cessful small projects often develop
into successful big projects, which can
result in your landing on the ground
floor of something new and cxciring. 1
remember, in particular, the first organ-
ization that [ actually sought out to
contribute to, because [ fele thar its idea
was so briliant. It was a very cmpow-
cring fecling to be able to put moncy
behind an excellent idea — in this case,
Nishmat's idea of a Yo'etzet Halacha —
and to sce that idea move forward into
the world. There was something per-
sonally confirming about rccognizing
the geitgeist and being connected
dircetly to the process of change. The
beauty of being able to give tzedaka in
this way i1s that you yourself do not
have to be a brilliant scholar, or a driv-
en revolutionary, or a tireless crusader
—you just have to be able to recognize
onc. Your talent lics in the ability to
identify possibilitics and in vour partic-
ular power to help translate those pos-
sibilitics into making Jewish life—yours
and/or others—better

We need to ask ourselves what kind
of change we want to make. Change
can ivolve making something betrer
or making something different, in
getting rid of something or adding
something, or in providing something
physical-like food or refuge—or provid-
ing somcthing more abstract, such as
freedom or justice. For us, as women in






