
The Business 
of Ethics

The more things change, the more they stay the same. In 1958, 
the distinguished Hebrew University historian Jacob Katz 

published a book called Masoret Umashber, which appeared three 
years later in English as Tradition and Crisis: Jewish Society at the 
End of the Middle Ages. A classic of Jewish social history, the book 
traces the development of Ashkenazic communities in the early 
modern period, culminating with the two great phenomena 
that shook and transformed Jewish life in the 18th century: first 
Hasidism, and then the Haskalah, or Jewish enlightenment. 

Tradition and Crisis in 
the 21st Century

A Symposium{ {
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Katz paid special attention in his book to 
economic issues, especially as they involved 
Jewish law. He discussed the famous legal 
fiction of the “Shabbes Goy” (to which, three 
decades later, he devoted a whole book of the 
same name), and even the involvement (at 
a halachically safe remove) of 17th-century 
Jewish farmers in Galicia in the pig-raising 
business. Throughout changing times, one 
thing was clear: making money was good for 
the Jews, so long as Jewish values remained 
intact. Wrote Katz: 

As far as social doctrines were concerned, 
contemporary Jewish thinking un-
hesitatingly approved the acquisition of 
wealth as a means to an end. Moralistic 
teachings did not ignore the dangers 
inherent in wealth; they considered both 
the temptation to employ improper means 
for its acquisition and the moral pitfalls 
that were its inevitable concomitants . . . 
[The moralists] advised that profits be put 
to proper use and that the needy be given 
their due share.

None of the contributors to Havruta’s 
latest symposium would likely define himself 

as a professional moralist, but all of them 
grapple with the same sorts of dilemmas 
faced by Jewish leaders in centuries past. 
Today, Diaspora Jews have long since been 
emancipated, and juggle Jewish communal 
duties with larger civic concerns. The multi-
cultural State of Israel has assumed the 
encompassing role, and attendant problems, 
of the semi-autonomous kehillot of early 
modern Europe, but on a much grander scale. 
Jewish tradition thrives, albeit in a pluralistic 
framework unimagined by our ancestors. 
And crisis, as ever, is a fact of our existence – 
not least, these days, in the economic realm. 

What are the responsibilities of the Jewish 
community to its members who are in need? 
Do such obligations extend to non-Jews as 
well? At a time of belt-tightening, how should 
donors and fund-raisers properly react? 
How do Jewish leaders recalibrate priorities 
to ensure the perpetuation of traditional 
values? In what ways will the next generation 
of leadership differ from its predecessors? 
Our seven respondents, leaders and thinkers 
from Israel and overseas, represent a broad 
mix of backgrounds and expertise, but share 
one aim: to strive toward a brighter day. 

End of the day at the 
Carmel Market, Tel 
Aviv. Photo by Felix 
Lupa, 2007.
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T he Jewish community is undergoing 
a fund-raising crisis, which is bound 
up with an ethical crisis. How should 

we respond? What goes away, and what 
remains? 

As a practical matter, the big question has 
to do with the future of Jewish organizations 
in America. The whole environment has been 
stained by the Bernard Madoff scandal. He 
deeply pervaded organizational and personal 
wealth – primarily that of older people, 
who are among the most charitable in our 
community. Some of the most important 
donors were simply wiped out, with no 
chance of regaining their wealth – these are 
not people in their 30s or 40s who could start 
a new hedge fund. 

Madoff, in both a real and symbolic sense, 
created a crisis in morality. He caused not 
only a loss of money but a sense of loss of 
trust and faith. And so much of what we do 
as fundraisers is based on trust, on faithful 
relationships. This is likely to have a long-
term effect. 

As for the overall economic recession, I 
have to operate on the assumption that it will 
not improve, and will even worsen in 2010. 
We have already seen losses of 40 percent 
of net worth among major donors who have 
not been hit by Madoff. Nobody has come 
through whole. There’s a tightening of dollars 
and banks aren’t lending, so real estate, 
which is where so many philanthropic Jews 
make their money, is completely frozen. For 
American Jews, these are the worst economic 
conditions since the 1920s. 

In this kind of climate, fundraisers 
become much more desperate, with each 

one trying to help his or her organization 
survive. The problem is that the more 
hysterical you become, the more you forget 
the ethics of fundraising, and the essential 
relationships that exist between one Jew 
and another. The best fundraisers see 
their work as doing the mitzvah of giving 
another Jew the opportunity to do the 
right thing, to perform a mitzvah too. I’m 
a Reform Jew from Milwaukee, and I didn’t 
grow up with the word “mitzvah” in my 
lexicon, but it is certainly there now. What 
I have learned over the years is that the 
concept of mitzvah is the most important 
part of the interchange between donor and 
solicitor.

Nowadays, though, a lot of this is going out 
the window. The people with money are in a 
bad mood, and are not eager to see fundraisers. 
Meanwhile, the fundraisers are talking about 
survival: “We need you, otherwise we’ll go 
under.” They’re putting the notion of guilt right 
there on the table. That’s not the best ethical 
approach. Nobody comes away satisfied. The 
donor is annoyed, and so is the solicitor, 
because he didn’t get what he needed. 

Among the federations, the annual 
campaigns have been down between about 
18 and 25 percent. They are laying people off, 

Robert Aronson:  
More with Less 

Robert Aronson, 
President of the 
Birthright Israel 
Foundation, served 
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of Metropolitan 
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Madoff caused not only 
a loss of money, but a 
sense of loss of trust 
and faith.
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Newsboys with Yiddish 
papers on New York’s 
Lower East Side. 1913. 
Photograph by Lewis 
Hine. 

putting employees on furlough, or shortening 
the work week. They are closing programs or 
departments, even departments of Jewish 
education. 

The way I look at it, we’re like a field 
hospital in the Civil War, in a situation  
where we have to practice triage: what  
takes priority, whose needs are greatest, 
what stays and what is cut? What’s more 
important – your own community, or Israel? 
It boils down to the old Jewish idea: the poor 
of your own city come first. 

In my community of southeastern 
Michigan, there is an overall unemployment 
rate of 20 percent, and underemployment 
is another 25 percent. The economic crisis 
is broad and deep, and affects the middle 
class too. We are still sending 40 percent of 
the money we raise to Israel, where we have 
always had a deep commitment, but that 
proportion is lower than last year. In other 
communities, such as Washington D.C. and 
Boca Raton, the share for Israel has suffered 
even more greatly. 
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Our ethical quandary is that we are 
really down to basics – feeding the hungry, 
clothing the naked – a situation not faced 
in many years. We have put together a large 
fund to buy houses whose owners, members 
of our Jewish community, are faced with  
foreclosure. What suffers in many 
communities is Jewish identity programs, 
scholarships for Jewish education, support 
of Jewish camping. These things are being 
shelved. 

National agencies dependent on the major 
gifts of a few longtime donors are starting 
to go out of business. CAJE – the Coalition 
for the Advancement of Jewish Education 
– closed down in February 2009. Israeli 
universities and hospitals are adversely 
affected, for the same sorts of reasons. 
But this also gives us an opportunity to 
evaluate the whole system. So many Jewish 
organizations have focused on mega-gifts 
that were starting to dry up anyway, before 
the crisis hit, for generational reasons: young 
donors see the world differently. 

They also see new opportunities. Young 
Jews, including many who have experienced 
the Birthright Israel program, are directing 
their commitment into areas previously not 
on the Jewish agenda: hunger in America, 
green technologies, ethical and eco-kashrut. 
In general, Jewish organizations are slim-
ming down, learning to do more with less. 

In the coming years, we may see the 
winnowing out of big organizations 
hobbled by bureaucracy, that have 
outlived their usefulness. Longstanding 
“Friends of” organizations may be among 
these, which will add to the financial 
woes of Israeli hospitals, universities and 
cultural institutions, and increase their 
dependence on Israeli donors. This is not 
altogether a bad thing. People are saying 
that Israel is doing better than America 
economically, Israeli philanthropists are 
living high on the hog, you should pardon 
the expression, and should take more 
responsibility. 

The era of the grand testimonial dinners 
at the Waldorf and Pierre hotels, with 
white-gloved waiters and Viennese pastry 
tables, is drawing to a close. Honorees will 
still be honored, but on a more tasteful 
and appropriate scale. We will see fewer 
ball gowns; dazzling jewelry will stay in 
the drawer. Organizations will think twice  
before engaging a big-name dinner speaker 
who charges $50,000. Indeed, we are seeing 
these changes already. The era of Marie 
Antoinette is over. 

Economic insecurity in the Jewish 
community is accompanied these days by 
jitters over anti-Semitism. Madoff is one 
obvious factor. Another shandeh is that scandal 
in New Jersey in which Orthodox rabbis were 
taken away in handcuffs, accused among 
other things of trafficking in organs. Think 
of what that looks like! There is no reason for 
alarm, but Jews should never underestimate 
what average Joes are talking about in the 
corner bar. It is no accident that more Jewish 
communities are investing in physical security 
– yet another drain on the system. 

It’s the small stories that matter now. 
Like the one in our community about two 
teenagers who lost both parents to illness. 
A local synagogue raised $100,000 so that 
the kids could keep going to day school and 
camp, and so that their foster family could 
add an extra bedroom to its house. If our 
Jewish organizations rise to the occasion 
and become the vanguard of new forms of 
tzedakah, they’ll survive. If all they do is 
publish annual reports, they won’t. 

The era of grand 
testimonial dinners with 
white-gloved waiters and 
Viennese pastry tables is 
drawing to a close.
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T hroughout history, wealth was rare. 
So unusual was it for people to own 
more than they needed for minimal 

subsistence that modern economics initially 
assumed that shortage was a predetermined 
part of the human condition. Then, when 
wealth became common, economic and 
social thought rose to a new challenge: what 
do with surplus labor, goods and leisure. 
Now, affluence has arrived in Israel, too, but 
rather than generate public discussion of 
the potential utility of private wealth, it has 
mainly prompted an attack on the wealthy. 

In the newly established Jewish state, 
poverty was both an economic given and a 
moral virtue. The country may have lacked 
natural resources, but was inspired by ascetic 
leaders who were happy dwelling in desert 
shacks or basement apartments. Even in the 
mid-1960s, I as a child in Jerusalem had no 
idea what a restaurant, a new car or a hotel 
lobby looked like from within. Everything we 
ate and wore was locally made, except for the 
occasional box of Kellogg’s cereal, which in 
Jerusalem you could only buy at the Agron 
supermarket. There you could also see a jar 
of Skippy peanut butter, whose hefty price 
was inflated by a heavy tariff, a penalty that 
everyone took naturally. Luxury – like Skippy 
– meant decadence. 

That culture of ascetism is now history. 
With Israel’s exports, employment and inflow 
of investment among the West’s highest, and 
its currency among the world’s strongest 
– and with foreign aid hardly 2 percent of 
GDP as opposed to 20 percent in the 1970s – 
Israel is no longer poor. A rapidly broadening 

middle class drives quality cars, vacations 
abroad, packs glitzy malls and frequents 
gourmet restaurants, most of which, like Tel 
Aviv’s skyscraping skyline, barely existed two 
decades ago. 

Accompanying this new prosperity is a 
great mental transformation. In kibbutzim, 
paying each member according to his needs 
has given way to differential salaries. In 
the country at large, the farmer-warrior, 
culture hero of yesteryear, has given way to 
property developers, venture capitalists and 
investment bankers. At the other end of the 
social ladder, single mothers, widows, and the 
jobless are told to rely less on the taxpayer 
and more on themselves. And in the social 
mainstream, private initiatives challenge the 
school system’s quest for equality.

Though Israel’s new admiration for 
enterprise is arguably a reincarnation of its 
original pioneering values, many now accuse 
the rich, and the government that enables 
their prosperity, for abandoning the poor. 
Blaming poverty on this or that system is an 
economic non-starter and a moral diversion. 
Israeli culture treats the newly affluent 
with either blind admiration or unbridled 
demonization. They deserve neither. 

In fact, economic injustice was also 
rampant before privatization, when public 
industries held sway. Yet the attack on 
wealth has brought together secularists, who 
long for Israel’s egalitarianism, and religious 
traditionalists, who feel Israel is losing its 
prophetic inspiration. Recently, Orthodox 
Knesset members, supported by left-wing 
colleagues, came out against a land reform 

Amotz Asa-El:  
Testing Generosity 
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bill that they said would violate the biblical 
law that God’s land “must not be sold beyond 
reclaim, for the land is Mine.” 

It’s tempting to portray Israel’s new 
wealth as un-Jewish and immoral, and what 
preceded it as an idyll. After all, Judaism 
was suspicious of capital from the start. The 
Bible associated wealth with conceit and  
corruption. The sweeping halachic ban on 
interest loans (to Jews), the annulment of all 
debts every seventh year and the restoration 
of real estate to its original owners every 
50th year would all be catastrophic to 
business as we know it today. That these 
commandments, over the generations, 
were often compromised did not erase the 
perception of wealth as a moral hazard. 

Wealth was tolerated, but it never became 
a religious value, the way it did for Calvinism, 
which defined profit as a sign of divine 
blessing. For example, Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim 
Luntshitz (ca. 1550–1619), a leading halachic 
moralist, scolded the prosperous Jewish 
elite of Poland, claiming they were “mostly 
violent and out to impose themselves on the 
Diaspora,” and that they had “no mercy or 
concern for the oppressed masses.” To him, 
wealth was not the result of one’s merit, nor 
a sign of divine favor, but a divine deposit, 
devised to test one’s generosity. 

The detractors of Israel’s moneyed elite 
now echo Luntshitz’s vitriol, but avoid 
its purpose: to inspire the rich to treat 
wealth as a moral opportunity. A recent 
TV documentary called “The Shakshuka 
System” – a culinary metaphor for the “old-

boy network” that welds government and 
big business – accused some 20 rich families 
of strangling Israeli society through corpo-
rate predations, environmental abuse and 
political machinations. The new plutocracy, in 
this view, is out to seize Israel’s entire public 
domain and erode its moral foundations. 
Religious proponents of this critique would 
argue that the only way to uphold the Torah’s 
concern for the weak is through big and 
strong government. What they conveniently 
forget is that such a government is the kind 
that the prophet Samuel derided as inevitably 
overtaxing and intrinsically corrupt. 

Seeking a contemporary economic 
blueprint in Jewish sources can indeed be 
frustrating. Judaism’s foundational texts 
were written in pre-modern economic 
settings, where credit was needed not as a 
means of development, but as compensation 
for crops lost unexpectedly to drought, plague 
or war; the emergence of credit, investment 
and banking as tools of progress occurred 
only in modern times. Joseph’s handling of 
a regional famine, a rare biblical instance of 
macroeconomic thinking, takes place in an 
agricultural society, where the Egyptian state 
is omnipotent, and trade is so uncommon 
that to feed their families, hungry shepherds 
move from one country to another. 

Still, Judaism is economically relevant. 
It can’t help us choose between monetarism 
and Keynesianism, but it draws boundaries 
for economic decision-making. The Bible 
made no mention of subprime mortgages, 
but it forbade “putting obstacles before the 
blind,” which is exactly what happened in the 
American housing market before its collapse. 
The Torah was written before the emergence 
of CFOs, but it declared what is so frequently 
lost on them, that “the wages of a laborer 
shall not remain with you until morning.” 
And ages before the modern welfare state, 
farmers were commanded to leave their 
fallen fruit for the poor, and all were warned 
not to “harden your heart and shut your hand 
against your needy kinsman.” 

Israeli culture treats 
the newly affluent 
with either blind 
admiration or unbridled 
demonization.
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Children of foreign 
workers welcoming 
the Sabbath in Tel 
Aviv. Photo by Mati 
Milstein, 2009.

Such rules, which make charity a personal 
rather than a national act, and a civic rather 
than a political duty, must now be revived in 
the Israeli consciousness. Many of the well-
to-do have already acted on this imperative: 
Israelis donate annually 1.7 billion shekels 
to non-profit organizations, even as they 
live in one of the world’s most heavily taxed 
societies. 

Prosperous Israelis should realize that 
economic liberalization is a two-way street. If 

they are to own more and their government 
is to do less, then the result is a lonely man 
of wealth in need of a code of Jewish conduct 
for the wealthy. Such a code would remind 
us of money’s precariousness, of the traps it 
sets for the arrogant, and the rewards it has 
in store for those who treat it as a divine gift; 
it would make the haves realize that their 
fortune means not only prestige and clout, 
but also the responsibility and duty to care 
for the have-nots. 
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In   November 2009, the widely 
read New York Times columnist 
Maureen Dowd penned a piece 

deploring the inappropriateness of the 
compensation paid to Goldman Sachs 
bankers in the wake of the firm’s recovery 
from the financial crisis. The famously 
irreverent Dowd concluded her column 
with these words: “I think the bankers who 
took government money and then gave out 
obscene bonuses are the same self-interested 
sorts Jesus threw out of the temple.” Her 
analogy inevitably prompted indignant 
reactions from various quarters of the 
American Jewish establishment, but she 
surely hit a nerve. 

The current recession has had a broad 
impact on most of us in the developed world, 
affecting our employment status, retirement 
savings or general sense of financial security. 
Difficult times force people to re-examine 
their priorities, restructure their spending 
habits and living patterns, and perhaps take 
a closer look at much of what has been taken 
for granted. Accordingly, we ought to step 
back and reassess some of the issues facing 
the American Jewish community, and the 
role of Judaism in our lives.

Most American Jews experience their 
Judaism through their connection with 
other Jews and their participation in Jewish 
organizational life. This is an outgrowth of 
the natural affinity we have for one another  
as a result of a shared tradition and  
experience. These connections provide social 
cohesion, and give rise to a leadership charged 
with the setting of communal norms rooted 
in Jewish values. But there’s the rub. How do 

we set a norm within a larger culture that 
may be described as money-obsessed and 
where “if you’re not getting a bigger house or 
a bigger boat, you’re falling behind?” 

Accumulation of wealth, in and of itself, 
is not antithetical to Jewish values. We do 
not have an ascetic tradition that expects us 
to renounce the material comforts we wish 
for our families and which are the just fruits 
of our labor. After all, put to inspired and 
visionary purposes, wealth has enabled the 
creation and support of virtually all of our 
significant communal institutions. We want 
to encourage our children to be successful in 
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their pursuits, which we often measure in 
financial terms. Many of the leading figures 
in our history were enabled to make their 
mark by virtue of their financial station. Yet 
it is all too easy, particularly in times like the 
present, to reject those positive aspects of 
our capitalist inclinations.

The other side of wealth accumulation, 
however, is that it imposes very serious 
demands which the communal norm should 
define. At its basic level, accumulation 
of wealth without tzedakah or social 
responsibility is greed. Yet it is a gross over-
simplification to say that those with means 

should just give more away in tzedakah. After 
all, when measured by the standards of 
American society, American Jews are already 
the most charitable givers and political 
contributors on a per capita basis.

Maureen Dowd and other critics 
have stressed the intrinsic unfairness of 
the compensation paid to the Goldman 
employees. Indeed it would be hard to argue, 
within the legal and financial community, 
that the $12 million paid to Goldman’s 
general counsel was appropriate, compared 
to the compensation paid to other leading 
lawyers. But “unfairness”, in a capitalist 

Allenby Street, Tel Aviv. 
Photo by Felix Lupa, 
2007. 
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society of haves and have-not, is a fact of 
life, and obviously hurts some people more 
than others. The real question, for the Jewish 
community as well as society at large, is how 
economic unfairness can be ameliorated by a 
communal norm that inspires positive actions 
and leads to cohesion and pride. 

A loose analogy might be Adam 
Smith’s famous 18th-century metaphor 
of the “invisible hand,” which exerts its 
influence through the operation of a self-
regulating marketplace, but which needs 
a bit of tinkering now and then. What are 
the correctives needed to assure the proper 
fine-tuning of our communal “marketplace?” 
What does our tradition have to say about 
the behavior of the most fortunate members 
of our community? What are the limits of 
community responsibility? Most importantly 
for many of us, how do we set a norm that our 
children will find compelling? 

Regrettably, one cannot easily reflect 
on the Jewish community in recent times 
without referring to Bernie Madoff. The case 
of Mr. Madoff can best be described as the 
utter failure of the “invisible hand” of the 
communal norm. It is obvious that Mr. Madoff 
thoroughly abused some of the best aspects 
of Jewish communal life to the extent that he 
played upon the community’s natural affinity 
and respect for apparent financial success 
and philanthropy. However, there were many 
in the community who stayed away from 
Madoff by virtue of their own expertise or 
insight. Many in the Jewish community have 
felt let down or embarrassed by their reliance 
on mutual trust. Yet was there a means or an 
obligation for the community to police itself 
though operation of a communal norm?

A perennial issue for the Jewish com-
munity is the setting of priorities. We struggle 
to find a proper methodology for resolving the 
competition for charitable resources between 
basic human needs and Jewish continuity, 
education and other “secondary” concerns. In 
times of more limited resources, the problem 
is far more pronounced, as institutions are 

forced to deal with more restrained budgets 
and individual donors are feeling less 
generous. Institutions that rely on a small 
donor base, or that are a “pet project” of a 
single individual, find their financial viability 
in jeopardy. These are particularly difficult 
issues within a communal model driven by 
professionals who are paid to expand and 
advance their own agendas.

But perhaps the most challenging issue 
facing the American Jewish community 
today is a single essential question: Why 
give to Jewish causes? One can easily make 
the argument that when it comes to basic 
human needs, there is no obvious reason to 
favor Jewish stewardship over non-sectarian 
organizations and, in fact, many American 
Jews express a commitment to tikkun olam 
through a host of non-Jewish entities. Do we 
have room in our communal norm to accept 
and respect these actions as an expression 
of Judaism? If American Jews express their 
Judaism through Jewish organizational life, 
what are the implications of non-Jewish 
giving for American Judaism?

The issue of non-Jewish giving is 
particularly significant in the minds of 
our pluralistic children for whom Jewish 
organizational life may seem overly 
provincial. Our children are bearing the 
brunt of the current economic crisis in 
terms of the national debt they will inherit 
and the difficulties confronting them in the 
job market. This may affect their attitudes 
towards wealth accumulation and tzedakah, 
which will have the potential of undermining 
many of the foundations of contemporary 
American Judaism. In response, it is essential 
that a new model of communal service emerge 
as a central tenet of the expression of Jewish 
values.

We may all experience a recovery from 
the depths of the Wall Street fallout, but we  
should not let that recovery lull us into 
believing that these long-term issues for  
American Judaism will also resolve 
themselves by means of an “invisible hand.”
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P erhaps my strongest childhood 
memory is of my grandmother, 
Rabbanit Sarah Herzog, who founded 

a leading hospital in Jerusalem that bears 
her name. I remember very well how every 
Friday, needy people would come to her 
home in Jerusalem, and she would speak to 
each one of them. She would try to help them 
with their problems, and she would give 
them money. I learned from my family, my 
grandparents and my parents, that Judaism 
is a very compassionate religion. 

My grandfather, Rabbi Yitzhak Herzog, 
was the first Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of the 
State of Israel. He died in 1959, the year 
before I was born, and I am named for him. I 
see myself as a traditional Jew, not Orthodox 
as he was, but mesorati in the Israeli sense. 
And I definitely see myself, in my personal 
life as well as my capacity as a member 
of Knesset and government minister, as 
someone who carries a long tradition of 
commitment to Jewish religious values. In 
my work in the area of social welfare, this 
tradition is expressed even more deeply. The 
words from Isaiah, in the haftarah from Yom 
Kippur – share your bread with the hungry, 
when you see the naked, clothe him – I see 
these things hourly before my eyes. 

How this fits together with day-to-day 
tachlis, the practical realities of politics and 
public policy, is a complicated question. A 
problem can occur when I am dealing with 
a devoutly Orthodox rabbi who may have 
certain expectations of me, and is unhappy 
with my liberal views. My grandfather was 
revolutionary in many ways, but on many 
matters I differ greatly from what he believed.

Politically, I grew up in the Labor Zionist 
movement, and as a leader in the Labor Party 
I believe that the nation’s wealth needs to be 
distributed more fairly, and that there must 
be greater equality of opportunity for all 
citizens. But practically speaking, the State 
of Israel cannot fill all the needs of human 
beings. The state is a means for fostering 
a grand purpose, which is to maintain a 
homeland of the Jews. Underneath that are 
the daily troubles, the ongoing questions, 
issues of poverty, the question of foreign 
workers. 

Public officials hear the gravest stories 
about the deprivation of citizens. You have 
to listen, to be attentive and compassionate, 
but you also know that you can’t help all of 
them. Your job is to serve the entire nation. 
Certainly there is a consensus in the country 
that we need to try harder to close the social 
gap. Twenty percent of the population lives 
under the poverty line, which is defined at 
about $500 a month per person. As welfare 
minister I would like to see the government 
even more involved. It is the right thing to 
do, and the Jewish thing to do – and it’s also 
important because Israel wants to become 
a full member of the Organization for  
Economic Cooperation and Development, 
and to do so we must meet certain economic 
criteria. To narrow the social gap, we need to 
bring more Arabs and ultra-Orthodox Jews 
into the work force, and to further empower 
women. I do sense among my colleagues in 
the Knesset a commitment to Jewish values 
– though there is a great mix of views as to 
what that means to different people, religious 
and secular. 
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Our agenda is a full and challenging 
one: We are trying to do more for bereaved 
families. We have in recent years allotted 
billions of shekels to elderly pensioners, who 
include many Holocaust survivors. We are 
developing ways to train mentally challenged 
and handicapped Israelis to qualify for 
employment. But where we face our toughest 
test has to do with the Arab population 
in Israel. Here again, I feel lucky that my 
own family tradition makes me inclined to 
openness and dialogue. My father, the late 
former President Chaim Herzog, as well as 
my grandfather, was very much involved with 
dialogue with other faiths. My grandfather 
during the Holocaust was in communi- 
cation with the Holy See. He also wrote a 
monograph, as Chief Rabbi, about non-Jews 
in the Jewish state. What he said was very 
bold, that he considered the Arabs to be 
partners with us in this land. This is what he 
meant in his testimony in 1947 to the United 
Nations Special Committee on Palestine 
(UNSCOP), the group that recommended 
the partition plan that was approved on 
November 29th of that year. 

Formally, public officials in Israel are 
supposed to be committed to the full equality 
of our citizens. But in fact, within the Knesset, 
the innate fear of the non-Jewish minority 
runs very deep. It’s a reflection of the attitude 
of the Israeli public at large, which views the 
minorities in the country as one anti-Zionist 
bloc. On the other hand, because Arab and 
Jewish MKs get to know one another in their 
daily work as parliamentarians, some of 
these walls, at least on some level, fall down. 

Foreign workers are another story. When 
Eli Yishai, head of the Shas party, talks about 
the children of foreign workers as a threat, 

there’s a racist undertone to much of what 
he says. He and I often argue, but this is a 
complicated issue and I am also not in favor 
of accepting all of them. My own position 
is that Israel, on moral and humanitarian 
grounds, should take in refugees, from 
Darfur and elsewhere. But illegal aliens, 
as a source of cheap labor, are bad for our 
society, depriving Israeli Arabs and other 
citizens of jobs. 

A century ago, when he was starting his 
political career in Manchester, Winston 
Churchill wrote admiringly of the “corporate 
nature” of Jewish communities that took 
care of people’s needs by establishing soup 
kitchens, old age homes, and so on. This 
Diaspora model of social responsibility was 
absorbed into the State of Israel, but to 
implement it we need not just the mechanics, 
but the heart. The good news is that many of 
our young people, religious and secular alike, 
are rising to the challenge by spending a 
volunteer year in deprived areas in cities and 
development towns, working to help needy 
families. These volunteers also include young 
religious Zionists from the settlements 
who work in communities in Israel proper. 
For them, such idealism can function as an 
alternative to the settler ideology that drove 
their parents. 

A recent survey found that 46% of Israelis 
were afraid of slipping below the poverty 
line. Such fears are certainly understandable, 
especially in light of the overall economic 
crisis in the world. It’s not easy to live in 
Israel, and people carry a lot of phobias and 
tensions. This is true anywhere, but here 
there is an added Israeli vector, and that is 
the living memory of the Holocaust, wars 
and terror, which amplifies Israeli fears. But 
we also need to put things in proportion. 
Compared with other countries, our economy 
is doing reasonably well. Compared with the 
way their parents lived, Israelis are doing 
well. All in all, I’m an optimist. You have 
to be, to live here – especially someone in a 
position of leadership. 

Within the Knesset, the 
fear of the non-Jewish 
minority runs very deep. 
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Of  all the challenges we face in 
the economic crisis, Madoff as 
a disgrace to the Jewish people 

(which of course he is) is the least of our  
worries. Much more important is the 
combined impact of the economic crisis and 
the Madoff fraud on the economy of the 
Jewish community: more people in need, fewer 
charitable resources and a massive decline in 
government resources for those agencies most 
responsible for serving those in need. The 
situation, needless to say, is very difficult, but 
it presents new opportunities as well. 

What Federations do with the money 
they raise becomes a more serious question 
in the current climate, when people are 
giving less while others are more in need. 
We must, of course, focus on helping people 
with real needs, people who are disabled and 
economically marginal even in good times, 
families who need emergency assistance or 
housing support, and those who have become 
newly impoverished and unemployed. But 
at the same time, we cannot and must not 
lose sight of our larger strategic agenda: 
renaissance and renewal, formal and  
informal Jewish education, day schools and 
camps, the amazing opportunity that Taglit-
Birthright provides to engage an entire 
generation in the beauty of Jewish life. 

Many of us have struggled for decades 
to place these issues on the agenda of the 
American Jewish community. Despite 
massive evidence that Jewish education and 
identity are important to many of our most 
important donors, and to a sizable part of 
our community, most Federations are just 
beginning to focus on Jewish identity and 

the Jewish education of the next generation. 
Sadly, many communities are now losing 
whatever focus we’ve managed to achieve. 
Federations that were never deeply invested 
in this agenda now feel absolved from 
dealing with tough questions of identity and 
education in light of “more pressing” needs 
and “limited resources.” 

Many Federation leaders (volunteer and 
professional) who grew up in the “sacred 
survival” era of Jewish life have never 
felt comfortable articulating a communal 
agenda outside of traditional fundraising 
for human services at home and “lifesaving 
emergencies” during crises in Israel and 
overseas. The centrality of the Federation 
seems most clear when rockets hit Sderot 
or terrorists strike with horrible results. At 
such times fundraising becomes primary and 
the Federation’s role most obvious. I don’t 
mean to suggest that fundraising during a 
crisis is not urgent, but it can’t become the 
primary reason for a Federation’s existence, 
any more than a nation can thrive if it 
decides to stop educating its children in a 
time of crisis. It is well worth remembering 
that Jewish education continued to function, 
and remained a priority, for the Jewish 
community during the darkest days of the 
Warsaw ghetto. 

Now, once again, Federations face a 
clear emergency and real choices: people are 
losing their jobs and homes, and Jewish life 
deteriorates when families can’t pay synagogue 
dues or day school tuition. This produces a 
clear human-services agenda and a story that 
Federations feel comfortable telling as part  
of an “economic crisis” campaign. On the other 
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hand, many Federations have never been very 
comfortable with programs that promise 
significant long-term change, like Taglit-
Birthright. Birthright is a very big story, but 
it was difficult to tell it. Who “owns” it? Is it 
part of the Federation system or not? Can we 
interpret its value in relation to our current 
agency allocations? Most importantly, do we 
have the language to convey this new story 
and the impact that 225,000 young adults 
visiting Israel can have on individual Jews, and 
on the Jewish Zeitgeist? Can we recognize and 
interpret a true “tipping point” when we see it? 

In Boston, we continue to campaign for 
funds as well as we possibly can. We maintain 
the involvement of our most important 
donors as well as those who have been hurt 
by the economy and can no longer contribute 
as they did in the past, families that have 
been pillars of the community for fifty or 
even a hundred years, and have lost much of 
their wealth. Entire family foundations have 
been wiped out. But we continue to honor 
their leadership. We say to them, “we love 
you still,” and they continue to participate 
fully as leaders in our community. 

Despite the economic challenges, our 
Federation remains strongly committed to 
education. We are trying to make day schools 
more affordable, and also more attractive to 
a new generation of Jewish parents who seek 
top-level private education. We are pursuing 
new initiatives for Jewish camping, young-
adult learning, and the transformation of 
afternoon-school education. And even as 
we add resources for those most in need, 
we are significantly increasing resources for 
Israel advocacy at a time when Israel is under 
increasing international pressure.

We have been helping the unemployed, 
with additional support for the local Jewish 
Vocational Service, and we are creating 
new programs aimed at training the newly 
unemployed to become entrepreneurs. All 
in all, it is a matter of balance. We deal with 
pressing local needs but don’t lose sight of 
the big picture. We have been able to increase 

resources for those most in need while also 
pursuing our strategic initiatives by making 
painful choices among existing allocations, 
and by trimming or eliminating cumbersome 
bureaucracies.

We have no choice. We need to concentrate 
on our longstanding agenda of Jewish 
renaissance. This too is an ethical imperative. 
Our strategic priority must be the next 
generation, young people, on the campuses and 
beyond. Despite the financial pressures this is 
not a time to lose focus on Birthright. It’s not 
a magic bullet to cure all Jewish ills, but it is 
a magic gateway and perhaps our best hope to 
engage a large part of the next generation. 

The good news is that we have excep-
tionally good new leadership in the national 
community, and we in North America are 
still the richest Jewish community in Jewish 
history. Our grandparents made their way to 
this country without anything. They worked 
hard, brought their relatives over, took care 
of their people, and built synagogues and 
institutions and thriving communities. And 
now we – who, relatively speaking, lack for 
nothing – face a choice. Federations can 
choose to invest in the Jewish future and 
dream great dreams, or they can use the 
recession to retreat to a more comfortable 
past. If we make the wrong choice, future 
generations will judge us harshly. But if we 
continue to dream and build, our future 
Federations will thrive in the service of our 
people, and future generations will bless 
those who built a great Jewish future in a 
difficult time. 

Federations can choose 
to invest in the Jewish 
future and dream great 
dreams, or they can use 
the recession to retreat to 
a more comfortable past.  
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S ocial justice became a main concern 
for religious Zionism in the 1930s 
with the founding of the religious 

kibbutz movement. For many of its pioneers, 
it represented an avant-garde movement 
within Judaism, a “holy rebellion,” in the 
term coined in 1928 by one of its young 
leaders, Rabbi Shmuel Haim Landau. The 
religious kibbutz arose as a reaction by fully 
observant Jews who felt that mainstream 
rabbinic leadership of religious Zionism paid 
insufficient attention to social issues, and 
failed to supply halachic tools to serve the 
needs of the modern world. 

For this new movement, the kibbutz 
would be a corrected religious society in 
which individuals would place the greater 
good before personal well-being. This 
tikkun of society, it was hoped, would ease 
interpersonal tensions and promote the ideal 
of full equality among all people. As in the 
secular kibbutz movement, it was believed 
that collective ownership of property would 
promote solidarity among the members of  
the kibbutz community. On the religious 
kibbutz, members called each other 
“comrades”; even today, veteran members 
habitually begin the birkat hamazon, the 
blessing after a meal, with the words, 
“comrades, let us bless!”

I still remember many discussions 
that took place in the religious kibbutz in 
the 1950s and 1960s, on the distinctions 
between “society” and “community” and 
“association.” Historically minded members 
linked the practices of the kibbutz to the 
spirit of solidarity and structure of Jewish 
communities in the Middle Ages. It was 

passionately argued, following Martin 
Buber, that the ideal society, best equipped to 
remedy the alienation caused by capitalism, 
is comprised of a collection of associations 
based on the solidarity and intimate 
interaction of its members. As a young man, 
I was greatly inspired by these discussions. 

Within the religious Zionist camp, 
the kibbutzim and the religious labor 
organization, Hapo’el Hamizrahi, attempted 
to combine universal human values with 
Jewish religious law. Thus the prohibition 
on private ownership of property became 
an absolute and sanctified “halachah” in 
the earliest days of the religious kibbutz 
movement. In the earliest days, a heated 
debate even arose as to the ownership by 
the community of the wedding rings of 
individual members. Under religious law, 
the transaction of marriage requires that the 
groom give the bride a ring that he owns, and 
that has monetary value. In the 1930s, the 
future founders of the first religious kibbutz, 
Tirat Zvi, solved the halachic problem: all 
group members would declare that they  
forgo their part of the shared ownership of 

The kibbutz was to be 
a corrected religious 
society in which 
individuals would place 
the greater good before 
personal well-being.
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the groom’s wedding ring. Within the next 
two decades, the movement formulated 
official precepts for property ownership 
in the religious kibbutz, which included 
provisions allowing the possession of other 
private property necessary for keeping 
mitzvot, namely arba’at haminim: the lulav 

and etrog used at Sukkot. 
Today, these concerns seem quaintly 

outmoded. Israel’s dramatic economic 
downturn of the 1980s forced kibbutzim 
– secular and religious alike – to privatize 
property. In some instances, this meant 
the complete dissolution of the kibbutz as a 
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Painting a pot “meat 
only” in the communal 
kitchen of the religious 
settlement Keshet in the 
Golan Heights, 1975. 
Photo by Moshe Milner, 
Government Press Office. 

social, economic and financial unit; in other 
cases, communities kept their identity as 
a collective, while their members gained a 
measure of financial independence and were 
required to pay for certain services. It seems, 
however, that the religious kibbutzim, 
because of their halachic underpinnings 

and obligations, have been slower and more 
reluctant to privatize than their secular 
counterparts. As of now, only about a third 
of religious kibbutzim have undergone a 
privatization process, and most religious 
kibbutzim still formally adhere to a 
collectivist ideology. 
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At the same time, Israeli society at large, 
and the governments they have elected, 
have become less concerned with issues of 
social justice, adopting a capitalist ethos and 
hopping on the cart of globalization. Moral 
considerations give way to national politics, 
business and finance. The religious kibbutz 
movement, overall, has managed to avoid 
major economic upheaval, but consumer 
culture has infiltrated its ranks as well.

The social values of the religious kibbutz 
have been challenged from another direction. 
In the aftermath of the Six-Day War, religious 
Zionism increasingly channeled its spiritual 
and educational energies to a controversial 
nationalist cause: the settlement of the Land 
of Israel. In some circles of religious Zionism, 
discussion of social justice, economic equality 
and civil rights was met with hostility, even 
branded, Heaven forbid, as the improper 
importation of foreign, non-Jewish ideas. By 
the 1980s, this had evolved into a pronounced 
neglect of classic values of the religious 
kibbutz in favor of political causes. 

Today, some of our young graduates of 
pre-military yeshivas and of religious girls’ 
schools are preoccupied more with territorial 
continuity than distributive justice. They 
continue to practice gemilut hasadim, to 
volunteer among the needy on an individual 
basis, yet they disregard bigger-picture 
questions of social concern. Therefore, when 
kibbutz communities reach the crossroads of 
privatization, and tough decisions need to be 
made, it is easier for the old ideology of social 
justice to be set aside. 

I have always believed that the experience 
of solidarity, the feeling of a familial 
bond, is critical for the existence of the 
kibbutz community. Today, the rush toward 
privatization in the secular kibbutz movement 
carries with it a painful alienation among 
kibbutz members, between those who own 
more and those who own less, with the elders 
usually being the ones to suffer the most. But 
such alienation is not a necessary outcome of 
privatization, because even once privatized, 
the community can still take upon itself the 
obligation to finance the members’ essential 
needs in certain areas. 

The relation to property and money is 
critical here. We must continue to educate 
against the capitalist ethos in which property 
is valued for its own sake, not its utility. 
Everybody needs money, but as a means, not 
an end, or yardstick of self-worth. I still believe 
that it is important to cultivate the old values, 
not in the sense of consecrating poverty, but 
so that we will channel our resources as a 
society to provide essential human needs. 

I believe in the future of the kibbutz, 
because I believe that human beings need 
and desire solidarity, and will forever seek 
to overcome alienation. These yearnings 
are strengthening by the “added value” of 
religion, which provides communities with a 
framework for shared values and obligations, 
and close interaction between members. 
As communal dining halls are shut down, 
and board meetings of kibbutz members are 
sparser in the wake of privatization, religious 
practices and ceremonies become the key to 
the preservation of the communal spirit. I 
believe that even if we cannot expect a revival 
of the “holy rebellion,” it is essential to reframe 
the same ideas that drove it initially. A new 
version of religious-social revolution would 
draw its inspiration from Jewish tradition, 
to respond adequately to intolerable social 
and economic gaps in today’s Israeli society. 
In this cause, the religious kibbutzim, true to 
the Jewish collective spirit, can and should 
lead the way. 

The experience of 
solidarity, the feeling of 
a familial bond, is critical 
for the existence of the 
kibbutz community.
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S hould the Jewish people and Israel, 
despite all of our own critical issues 
and problems, be involved in healing 

extreme poverty in the developing world? 
As the founder of a Jewish-Israeli NGO 

whose raison d’etre is to create just such 
involvement, I often encounter people 
who argue that we should not. “The poor of 
your own city take precedence,” they say, 
quoting a Talmudic dictum, usually with 
some degree of indignation. If they are from 
the political left, they will add, “There are 
plenty of Palestinians you should be helping 
first.” If they are from the right, replace the 
word Palestinians with Jews; the rest of the 
formula can remain. 

The use of this quotation would be 
problematic even if our reality were the same 
as in the days of the Talmudic sages. The 
Talmud says to give precedence to the local 
population only when all else is equal, not if 
the poor of your city, for example, are hungry, 
but the foreign poor are starving. 

In today’s world, moreover, the notion 
of the local – of what constitutes “your own 
city” – has itself been transformed. During 
Talmudic times, cities and their surrounding 

agricultural lands formed an economic unit, 
with their own markets, prices, values and 
regulations. The precedence of the local 
poor was rooted in the notion that we are 
responsible for those who live within the 
economic and legal system that we have 
created and in which we participate. 

The globalization of the economy, a 
process which has accelerated over the past 
decades since the fall of the Soviet bloc, has 
created very different conditions. Today, 
the economies of all the world’s nations are 
inextricably intertwined to a degree that 
even 20 years ago would have been hard to 
imagine. 

In Israel, as elsewhere, globalization 
takes myriad forms: most of the food being 
grown in Israel is exported to Europe, 
while the workers on these farms are from 
Thailand or China. Our elderly and sick are 
being taken care of by Filipino, Nepalese 
or Sri Lankan caregivers. Many of Israel’s 
largest companies are now subsidiaries of 
multi-national corporations – the Swiss food 
giant Nestlé, for example, owns a controlling 
interest in Osem – while Israeli corporations 
have themselves gone multinational, and 
own companies in Europe, Asia or South 
America. And of course most of the products 
and resources we use are farmed or mined or 
manufactured or assembled in the developing 
world – often in places whose indifference to 
the rights of workers to a living wage or a 
safe work environment is what makes them 
so attractive as production sites. All this 
without even mentioning environmental 
issues, which are by their nature borderless 
and trans-regional. 
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As full participants in the contemporary 
economic system, which is global in every 
respect, we cannot make ethics an exception. 
Instead, it behooves us to become active 
participants in shaping the moral contours 
of our world. The system that has pushed 
globalization forward – creating much 
prosperity and also much suffering – often 
presents itself as the natural result of the  
free market. Yet the unification of all the 
world’s markets into a single global system has 
been the result of laws and treaties predicated 
on the belief that the capitalist model of 
economic growth is a supreme human value. 

If we are to reinvigorate Judaism, we must 
allow Jewish tradition and values to become 
part of the crucial discussion taking place 
about how to ensure a more just and beautiful 
future for humanity. This means, first of all, 
witnessing firsthand the lives of some of the 
two billion people who struggle every day 
to feed themselves, and who lack access to 
clean water, sanitation, basic education and 
health care. It means understanding the 
often hidden consequences of the way the 
world is being run today. I often think about 
the day when our volunteers in Nepal woke 
up to discover the whole city paralyzed by a 
massive strike. As a result of commodities 
speculation in the United States and the 
globalization of the food market, the price of 
basic necessities had shot up so high that the 
majority of Nepalese would no longer be able 
to afford even two meals a day. 

Once the realities of life in the developing 
world have been felt and understood, we 
can begin to appreciate the 3,000-year-
old discussion of economic justice that is a 
backbone of the Jewish tradition. Certainly, 
there is room for many legitimate viewpoints 
in pondering this tradition. Yet many of the 
basic principles seem clear and relevant.

Rather than assume that economic  
growth will lead to prosperity for all, Jews 
have been taught the opposite: create a 
just society that cares for the poor and the 
marginalized and prosperity will follow. 

Specifically, the Torah commands us to 
create a system in which the poor have access 
to interest-free loans, and benefit from the 
periodic forgiving of debts as well as ongoing 
cycles of land reform. The price of basic foods 
(she’yesh bo hayei nefesh), according to the 
Talmud and the Shulchan Aruch, should not 
be subject to financial speculation. Others 
examining the tradition might place more 
emphasis on the Torah’s respect for private 
property or belief in markets. What is 
important at this stage are not the specifics, 
but participation in the discourse – putting 
the subject of global economic justice on the 
Jewish agenda. 

As Israelis and Jews, we have much to gain 
from a renewed engagement with the most 
urgent ethical challenges in our world today. 
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Israeli volunteer with 
participants of literacy 
course, Dhading, Nepal. 
Photo by Lee Kariv, 2009.

Renewed, because Israel was deeply involved in 
aiding the developing world during the 1950s 
and 60s and still has a deserved reputation in 
Africa and Asia as possessing game-changing 
ideas and technologies in fields such as 
agriculture, education and health. 

I’ve seen first hand the enthusiasm 
with which Israeli volunteers and technical 
experts are greeted in the developing 
world, and the change in Israel’s image 
that sharing knowledge and skills can 
bring. But skills alone are not enough: we 
have to add our ethical wisdom, based on 
the Torah, a foundational text for billions 
of people across the world, and honed 
through the Talmud and contemporary 
thinkers, ranging from the philosophers 
Martin Buber and Emanuel Levinas to 

Rabbi Yehuda Ashlag, the influential 20th-
century kabbalist. 

I was inspired to create Tevel b’Tzedek 
after witnessing another form of Israeli 
involvement in the developing world: the 
huge phenomenon of post-army travel to 
India, Nepal, South East Asia and South 
America. Along with the desire to unwind 
after years of difficult and tense army service, 
it was clear to me that young Israelis, who 
are second to none in their thirst for global 
experience, have a deep need to seek out an 
answer to the following question: what does 
it means to be an Israeli and a Jew in the 
contemporary world? We have the right and 
the duty to answer: it means engaging, with 
all the wisdom and empathy we can muster, 
in creating a more just and beautiful world. 
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