
Growing up we always had a routine in my home before Shabbat. We would go 
around the house, make sure everything was cleaned up and organized and then, we 
would gather all the loose change found around the house – on nightstands and end 
tables, on backpacks and under couch cushions. We would get the Shabbat candles 
ready to be lit. But right before lighting the Shabbat candles, we would empty our 
pockets, making sure we had nothing in them and that all the money had been taken 
out. We would take the coins that we had collected from our pockets and from our 
cleaning of the house, change from  the week, leftover change from lunch money or the 
snack that we bought at the market up the street, and deposit them in the pushke. Clink! 
Ching! The sound of depositing coins in a small blue and white tin can, a Jewish 
National Fund Tzedakah box. 

I was reminded of this on Thursday evening, at the JNF Bernard Selevan Tree of 
Life dinner that was held here at the Jacksonville Jewish Center. Approximately 400 
people came to support the honorees, but more importantly, came to support the act of 
giving. The dinner was no different than the change that would clink in that tzedakah 
box years ago. The act of giving remains an essential part of our lives and an essential 
value as Jews, even if that tin can that used to sit on kitchen counters isnʼt how we give 
any longer. 

In this weekʼs parasha, Parashat Terumah, our narrative transitions to the next 
main theme of the book of Exodus, the building of the Mishkan, the tabernacle, the 
traveling sanctuary that the Israelites took with them in the desert. The Torah portion 
begins with the interesting phrase:  

ב דַּבֵּר אֶל-בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל, וְיִקְחוּ-לִי 
תְּרוּמָה: מֵאֵת כָּל-אִישׁ אֲשֶׁר 

יִדְּבֶנּוּ לִבּוֹ, תִּקְחוּ אֶת-תְּרוּמָתִי. 

2 'Speak unto the children of Israel, that 
they take for Me an offering; of every man 
whose heart maketh him willing ye shall 
take My offering. 

The Hebrew word Terumah, means gift or offering. Gift in Modern Hebrew is 
Matana, from the root Natan, meaning ʻto giveʼ because it makes sense that one would 
give a gift. This verse uses the Hebrew word lakach, so that God actually commands 
Moses to tell the people of Israel to take gifts for God. For each individual who is 
inclined to do so, whose heart so moves him, shall take for me gifts. 

It is interesting that in this context, we are taught to “take” gifts rather than “give” 
gifts. The giving of gifts focuses almost exclusively on who is receiving such a gift, 
receiving tzedakah, receiving charity. The taking of gifts shifts the focus to the one who 
is actually doing the giving. We mistakenly think that we arenʼt supposed to be happy 
about giving tzedakah. We fear that we may only be doing it, we may only be helping 
others, because it makes us feel better. Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, the first chief rabbi 
of the state of Israel disagrees, suggesting not only that there is nothing wrong with us 
feeling good about giving tzedakah, but that this such a feel is one of the reasons we 
are supposed to give!
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He taught that we give for two reasons: first, to assist the poor. This concerns the 
one who is receiving. Second, concerns the one who is taking in order to give. He said 
that by doing so, we express in the world of action our inner qualities of kindness. 
Helping the needy emphasizes the act of giving to those in need. The second goal 
emphasizes the importance of taken from the benefactor. By relinquishing our 
possessions to help another, we elevate our souls. After all, although Terumah means 
gift, the root of the word means to elevate. For when we give, we elevate our souls. 
When we give, we are happy. 

Judaism emphasizes that tzedakah is obligatory upon every member of the 
community, including those who themselves receive tzedakah. If we are to tithe – a 
word commonly used in the Christian community, but still very much a Jewish concept 
rooted in our tradition – if we are to give ten percent to tzedakah, then still, ten percent 
of the assistance that an individual receives would then be donated to tzedakah as well. 

While Terumah emphasizes taking gifts to be given for the sake of the Jewish 
community, we may think that we are to only give to the Jewish community. But, The 
Talmud teaches in Gittin 61a  that for mipnei darkhei shalom, for the sake of peace, we 
have an obligation to help all those in need, to sustain all, Jew and non-Jew. 

Yet the act of giving has changed. While tithing suggests we give ten percent of 
our earnings to the needy, most do not. Ten percent often feels like a lot! Maybe too 
much! I admit that I too am often guilty of not giving enough. Depending on the study, 
one can conclude how many Americans, give tzedakah, give to charity. Some studies 
suggest as many as 90% give, while others suggest closer to 50%. Still, the average 
amount of tzedakah given is approximately 2% of oneʼs earnings. One may blame it on 
the challenging economic times – understandably, we look after our own well-being 
before reaching out to help another. Yet it seems that our attitudes towards giving have 
changed entirely. Regardless of the economy, giving – or taking to give – means 
something different than it once did. 

How often can we honestly say that kol-ish asher yeedveinu libo, each person 
whose heart so moves him gives tzedakah? We may give out of necessity. We may give 
out of guilt. We may give out of obligation. But do we give because our hearts move us 
to do so?

For this reason, the American Jewish World Service launched the “Where do you 
give?” project and design competition in order to Reimagine Tzedakah for the 21st 
century. The goal is to get rid of the blue and white metal pushke that used to sit on our 
kitchen counter and redesign what a tzedakah box looks like today, reflective of what 
tzedakah looks like today. We mesh the values and imagery of the traditional tzedakah 
box with our increasingly interconnected, global and technologically accelerated world. 
After all, we donate now by writing checks and giving credit card information. I am sure 
many in the room give more through the internet than by putting change in a tzedakah 
box. How we give Tzedakah has changed. How we do so may change, but the need to 



help someone never ceases. Giving Tzedakah, gifts, and offerings never changes.  The 
hope is that this new project will inspire all of us to expand our universe of obligation 
around where we give, and bring new relevance and urgency to giving. The goal of this 
project is to remind us to give, to take in order to give, and to have our hearts move us 
to do so. 

Judaism believes all that we do, is to bring upon us the Messianic Redemption, 
Yamei HaMashiach, a time when there will be peace in this world, when all  will be 
taken care of. A time without poverty. A time without illness. A time without evil, disease, 
heartache, or sorrow. So each time we give to those in need, we are one step closer to 
a world without poverty. Tradition teaches that the prophet Elijah, who ascended to the 
Heavens on a chariot of fire would return to announce the coming of the Messiah. There 
is a fascinating narrative in our tradition found in the Talmud, in Tractate Sanhedrin. 

The Talmud tells of Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai who encounters the prophet Elijah 
and asks him when the Messiah will come. Ask him, Elijah responds. For he is here. 
Sitting at the gate of the city, about the hungry, homeless, and poor. The Messiah was 
there all along, but no one knew – Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai did not know – because no 
one stopped to help, because no one stopped to give. Imagine if we truly believed that 
giving could bring upon the Messianic redemption. The more that we gave would lead to 
more happiness, more peace, and less poverty. But why canʼt it?

Imagine then if we treated each individual as if he was the Messiah. No walking 
by and ignoring a beggar with an extended hand on the street corner. No sending e-
mails asking for donations to our spam folder. So, we give, and we give generously. We 
help those in need. 

While the bulk of our Torah portion focuses on the specific details of the building 
of the Tabernacle, the materials, the measurements, essential the How-To ownerʼs 
manual, we are concerned with the command, with the charge, at the beginning of the 
Torah portion because long after we wandered in the desert, we still strive to bring gifts 
– gifts to God and to all those who remind us of the Divine presence. We still give. And 
the beauty of the Tabernacle was that it went everywhere with us. The act of giving went 
everywhere as well. Wherever the people went, the Traveling Sanctuary of the Mishkan 
went with them, and they were determined to provide, to maintain, and to look after it. 
So that wherever we are, the act of giving tzedakah stays with us as well! 

Rabbi Bradley Artson, dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies in Los 
Angeles teaches that Tzedakah is not about giving. It is about being. So let us be. Let 
us take from ourselves in order to give to another. Let us honor each individual and God 
by helping each other, by giving. At a time when the economic state of our country 
makes it harder for us to give, it is more pressing and essential that we give. For each 
time we give, even something as simple as putting our loose change in the pushke on 
the counter, we are one step closer to bringing the Messiah. A handful of change may 
be simply that to us – loose change, pocket change, and that is all. 
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But to another that loose change is a meal, a blanket, or even a bed to sleep on. 
If we gave all that loose change, we could make a big difference. Now, let our hearts 
move us to do so! Shabbat Shalom!


