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Striving to Align Our Tzedaka With Our Values

By Zelda R. Stern

arc all deluged by solicitations,

whether through phone calls, online
requests, mailed letters, or even directly
by sh'lichén, supplicants, on our door-
steps. At s 'machot, conferences, lectures,
and other public cvents, we arc soli-
citcd—sometimes  almost  tackled—by
triends, acquaintances, family members,
and cven people we do not know.

Whart should we do?

Giving away moncy responsibly s not
so casy. Although there are thousands of
books and articles about how o make
moncy and how to invest i, there arc
few about how to give money away.

How do we know where to direct our
charitable dollars, our tzedaka? How
should we determine which of the many
institutions, agencics, projects, and
organizations that solicit us are worthy
of our contributions, large or small?

We can begin this process by examin-
ing our values and determining our
vision of the ideal world. What are we
passionate about? What are our cher-
1shed beliefs and hopes? We should then
make our tgedaka decisions based on
these values and belicfs.

We all give tzedaka both because we
want to and because we are obligated to
give. No matter how much or how lictle
we have, halakha dictates that we give
10% of our income as ma'aser.

But we have the freedom to choose the
recipients of our tzedaka.

My own values involve maximizing
the potential of Jewish girls and women.
I believe that women and girls should be
afforded increased opportunities to
engage in Jewish ritwal, to have cqual
access to leadership positions, and to
have unlimited opportunitics to acquire
knowledge.

The following three situations exem-
plify my own decision-making process.

A fundraiser for a large and old Jew-
1sh organization asked me for a contn-
bution. Knowing there were no women
officers in this organization, [ asked him
why this was the case.

He answered that when the organiza-
tion was formed more than 100 years
ago, It was written into its constitution
that women were not allowed to serve as
officers.

I responded that the Constitution of
the United States allowed slavery and
denied women the vote, burt that we have
since amended it. So, why not amend his
organization’s constitution?

He replicd that women could not scrve
as officers for halakhic reasons, and one

Pcoplc want our tzedaka dollars. We

docs not change halakha.

To this [ responded as follows:

There are differing halakhic opinions
on the issuc of women scrving as officers.

Any organization that denies itsclf the
wisdom of 51% of the population can-
not be as effective an organization as it
could be and did not warrant mv contri-
buticn.

But I urged him to solicit me again
should the organization revise its policy.

In the second sitmation, a fundraiser
called me to contribute to a Jewish high
school. [ asked to see its curriculum, and
on reviewing it, [ nonced thart, although
boys studicd Talmud, the girls did not.

When I questioned this, the fundraiser
replicd that only males have the capacity
o learn Talmud.

“...we have the
freedom to choose
the recipients of
our tzedaka.”

As there was no curricular change in
the offing, I told this fundraiser [ could
not contribute to the school, but I
encouraged him to call me again should
the school decide to teach Talmud to s
female students.

Finally, a fundraiser asked me to spon-
sor a number of Hebrew letters—ar $18
per letter—being written by a sofer, a
scribe, into a sefer Torah. | asked the
solicitor if, after the sefer Torah was
written, girls and women would be per-
mitted to read from ir.

He said no.

I responded that 1 could not give
money to this project. I explained why
and suggested that he call me should he
ever be involved in fundraising for a
sefer Torab that would be read by girls
and women as well.

Passionate about both my feminism
and my adherence to halakha, [ did not
feel able to give money to these three
organizations. My passions, belicfs, val-
ues, and goals involve the empowerment
of women and giels in all spheres of Life
— in their families, workplaces, schoals,
svnagogues, and communitics. Because |

want my tgedaka to reflect and buttress
these values, | choose to support those
Organizations, insomutions, projects, and
programs that maximize the potential of
Jewish girls and women.

To make these tzedaka decisions, I ask
a lot of questions. For cxample, | cxplore
whether women are represented faiely
on both the board and in management
and staff positions. | ask for the organi-
zation’s letterhead that lists officers,
board members, and staff so [ can get a
sense of women's representation in the
organization.

When considering a donation to a
JCC or a 'Y, I want to know if there arc
cqual resources, time, and access to ath-
letic facilitics and tcam sports for male
and female members. For example, if
there is a basketball tcam for boys, 15
there one for girls as well? Is the
women’s locker room the same qualicy
as the men’s? [ also look at programming
and at how well it targets or includes
girls and women.

Regarding personnel issucs, [ look at
how libcral the institution’s maternity
leave policy i1s and whether there arc
opportunitics for flex-time and part-time
waork. Arc women afforded salaries, ben-
cfits, and advancement possibilitics com-
mensurate with those of men? Where the
IRS permits, do women receive parson-
age benefits? Is there a written policy on
scxual harassment?

In regard to schools, it 15 not enough
tor me to know that the students are
receiving a Jewish education. [ want to
know who the teachers are and what
exactly they are teaching. Are there good
and appropriate role models for giels? Is
the curriculum a gender-sensitive one?

I review the marerials the organization
uscs in its marketing, Do the images in
its publications and online material rein-
force stereotypes, such as males as active
participants and females as obscrvers—if
women are even portraved at all? Is the
language used in the materals inclusive
of girls and women? For example, does
a brochure use only the pronoun “he,”
rather than alternating “he™ and “she™
or using “she or he™?

If I decide not to give based upon a
principled reason, I articulate the reason
so that the institution will not interpret
my refusal to contribute as being due
simply to a lack of funds.

And when [ do give a contribunion, |
tell the fundraizer why 1 decided to give.
By telling the laypeople and profession-
als who solicit our tgedaka cxactly why
we are giving—or not giving—we have an
opportunity to possibly bring about
change.

When we decide to deny a gift and we
cxplain the reasons why, we may not
change anvthing. But by the time the 5th,






