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We have a routine in my home. Every Friday afternoon before we light Shabbat candles, we empty out 

all the loose change in our pockets and our daughter puts them in the Tzedakah box right next to our 

candlesticks. In fact, it has become such a routine that Cayla now insists on doing it daily. We actually 

have to keep change in our pockets specifically because we know that she cannot go to bed without first 

putting coins in the pushka. Thanks to her teachers in the DuBow Preschool, she even sings a little song 

as she does it: We give Tzedakah, We give Tzedakah, just a nickel or a dime – cha, cha, cha. 

Giving isn’t something that is biological. There isn’t something in our DNA that causes us to give money, 

to give Tzedakah, or to be philanthropic. Giving must be taught. Giving Tzedakah is a part of our 

tradition, but we are not alone. Tithing is a part of Christianity. Zakat, Arabic for giving to the needy as 

well as to communal institutions, is also one of the five pillars of Islam. As people of faith, we give to 

help others, to make this world a better place, by giving to those in need and supporting communal 

institutions that share our visions, not taking for granted how fortunate and blessed we are and instead, 

giving something back.  

The Connected to Give study, which was researched by Jumpstart, an organization which helps new 

Jewish non-profits get started, and commissioned by many Jewish philanthropic organizations, was 

released last month to offer insight to Jewish giving. In this ever so challenging world, in which we are 

pulled in multiple directions, and often asked to donate to every single cause, Jewish and secular, 

especially when we all too often feel financially strapped, the Connected to Give study tries to 

understand the tendencies of Jewish giving.  

There is a concern that Jews no longer give to quote-unquote “Jewish causes.” However, I would argue 

that our tendency to give to all social action organizations, communal organizations, and organizations 

that help everyone and not only the Jewish community, is still a Jewish cause. Plus, its’s a sign of the 

success of the Jewish community in this country. We were once ostracized and separated from the rest 

of the community. Now, it is our Tzedakah that funds not only our own communal endeavors, but also 

organizations that help others in our city, in our state, in our country, and on the other side of the world. 

Still, the concern was that the more Jews give to causes that aren’t exclusively Jewish, the less they will 

give to these Jewish causes.  

According to the Connected to Give Study, 62% of overall Jewish giving in this country goes to Jewish 

organizations, a majority, but a much smaller one than what it was even a decade ago. What I find most 

fascinating about the study though is the following: Jews who are members of synagogues and affiliated 

with religious institutions are significantly more likely to give to Jewish causes. What that means is plain 

and simple: if you are connected, then you give. We focus so much on giving and asking people to give. 

In fact, the Jewish Federation of North America’s former slogan was Give Generously, taken from 

Deuteronomy Chapter 15. They changed it because they realized that we cannot expect someone to 

give if they do not feel connected.  

My grandfather, my Pop-Pop, spent most of the past three decades belonging to the same Reform 

synagogue. He was a dedicated congregant and lay leader, and a committed Reform Jew. One day, while 

he was working – he ran a Home Improvement company that supplied deck materials, windows, and 
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insulation – he was paged on the intercom by his assistant. She told him that his rabbi was here to see 

him. In thirty years, his rabbi had never been there to see him. He was worried someone was injured or 

dead; he was worried tragedy struck. Why else would his rabbi visit?! In walked in a man who was 

certainly not his rabbi. He had a long beard and payyos. He was the new Chabad rabbi in town and he 

wanted to introduce himself. He assumed, based on my grandfather’s last name, that he was Jewish. He 

invited my grandparents to Shabbos meals and Passover Seders. He and his wife delivered Purim 

Mishloach Manot and regularly dropped off fresh baked Challah. He didn’t ask my grandfather for 

anything. Instead he gave to him and invited him to participate. After this had been going on for a while, 

he approached my grandfather. Chabad was building a new Chabad house and he wanted to know if my 

grandfather’s company would donated all the windows (and install them) – this was a large expense. My 

grandfather was still regularly going to the Reform synagogue he belonged to. He still considered 

himself a Reform Jew. Yet, he generously agreed to such a donation. 

We tend to think that affiliation leads to engagement, but the opposite is true. We expect each other to 

give in order to affiliate, so that we can feel engaged. However, this study suggests, it is only once 

people feel engaged, that they are committed to giving. Engagement leads to affiliation.  

In this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Vayakhel, we continue to read of the Israelites giving time, 

money, and materials, to build the tabernacle, the Mishkan, the traveling sanctuary in the desert.  

The Torah portion reiterates in Ex. 35:21  

V’yavo’u Kol Ish Asher N’sa’o Libo V’chol asher nadva rucho oto hevi’u et Terumat Adonai 

Everyone who has special skills to share, and whose spirit moved them, who feel connected, who felt 

engaged, brought gifts to the Lord.  

Everyone was not expected to give. Everyone was not pressured to give. Those who were inspired, 

engaged, committed, and invested, gave. The is the biblical example of how engagement leads to 

affiliation. This is what we strive to be, what we should come to be. Yet another verse only a chapter, 

once the people are inspired to give, raises some eyebrows.  

In Exodus 36:5 we learn: 

Vayomer el Moshe leimor Marbim HaAm l’havi midai haavodah lamlacha asher tziva Adonai Laasot 

Otah. Vayatzav Moshe Vaya’aviru Kol Bamachaneh leimor Ish v’Isha al Ya’asu Od L’lacha Litrumat 

HaKodesh vayikole HaAm Mehavi 

God said to Moses the community is bringing more than is needed for the work that God commanded to 

be done. So Moses made a proclamation throughout the camp: Let no man or woman shall continue to 

bring gifts and donations to the sanctuary… and the people stopped bring it.  

Stop donating to our community, to our sanctuary, to our congregation… said no rabbi, executive 

director, or synagogue president ever.  
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How is it possible that the Jewish community and the not-for-profit world is in such a need that we have 

studies to analyze Jewish giving patterns, yet the Jewish community of the Torah – you know the 

community that was left to be enslaved for 400 years, that complained every step of the way, that built 

a Golden Calf in last week’s Torah portion because Moses took too long to come down that mountain – 

that Jewish community gave so much, too much in fact, that Moses and even God asked them to stop 

giving. The Israelites were experiencing their first taste of freedom and were moved to remarkable 

levels of generosity, and Moses stops them from giving? How could he do that? How do you prevent 

those who have the desire, whose soul moves them to do so, from giving?  

We live in a world in which we do not have the means to take care of everyone. We do not have a 

surplus like the tabernacle. But that doesn’t mean we stop giving. The model of our faith that tells us to 

give 10% of our earnings is true for each individual. Even the recipient of a donation or charitable gift is 

supposed to give 10% to someone else who is in greater need. The desire to give and need to give does 

not stop, even if our means aren’t what they once were.  

Giving is not a basic instinct. In fact it is the opposite. Our animal instincts are to take, to receive. WE 

need to continue to teach our children and adults, about the need, the importance, the mitzvah, the 

obligation, and the responsibility to give. Whether it is through Bnai Mitzvah Mitzvah Projects or our 

Bnai Tzedek Youth Philanthropy program, or teaching our preschoolers to empty out their pockets and 

put loose change in a Tzedakah box.  

Most importantly though, we give because we feel connected. The command of God spoken by Moses is 

just as relevant today as it was during the times of the Torah: give if your heart moves you to do so. Be 

engaged, be inspired; feel connected; and then give. It is our task as a community to help each individual 

feel such a connection. It is my failure as a rabbi, our failure as a community, when any one of us does 

not. Maybe then, when each of us feels truly engaged, truly inspired, truly connected, will the giving in 

our community and in the American Jewish community resemble the giving of our Torah portion, the 

giving that led to the building of the Tabernacle. I look forward to the day when we can say, we have 

enough. Our community is no longer in need. No members of our community are in need. May that 

time, where giving is no longer needed, in our community or any community, come speedily in our day. 

Shabbat Shalom.  


