Guidelines for Discussion about Progressive Halachic Tzedakah Giving
Introduction
The question of Tzedakah becomes compelling each time a beggar reaches out his hand to us on the street and every time we catch a glimpse of the suffering in remote countries on Television. The discussion of this question must derive from ethical as well as humane principles, and be capable of reaching a decision. In our families, congregations and communities, we must decide how to give, what to give, to whom, when and how much?
This document does not demand a Halachic Ruling but rather provides the tools for a prolific discussion and encourages us to find solutions and answers to a variety of challenges. We consider the multiplicity of decisions as a blessing, and we do not come to this process empty handed. We approach it with a basic ethical position that regards helping others as an obliging principle. We consider the Halachic decision making process as a journey of learning and ethical inquiry. This document raises compelling questions and presents problematic tensions that will help individuals and congregations in their process of Halachic decision making.

Why Give?
The Jewish tradition is rich with references to Tzedakah and considers it a central and fundamental value. Man’s earthly possessions are not truly his, and he is not allowed to ignore his fellow’s cry for help:
כִּי יִהְיֶה בְךָ אֶבְיוֹן מֵאַחַד  אַחֶיךָ בְּאַחַד שְׁעָרֶיךָ בְּאַרְצְךָ אֲשֶׁר יְהֹוָה אֱלֹהֶיךָ נֹתֵן לָךְ לֹא תְאַמֵּץ אֶת לְבָבְךָ וְלֹא תִקְפֹּץ אֶת יָדְךָ מֵאָחִיךָ הָאֶבְיוֹן: כִּי פָתֹחַ תִּפְתַּח אֶת יָדְךָ לוֹ וְהַעֲבֵט תַּעֲבִיטֶנּוּ דֵּי מַחְסֹרוֹ אֲשֶׁר יֶחְסַר לוֹ:










דברים ט"ו, ז-ח

הֲלוֹא פָרֹס לָרָעֵב לַחְמֶךָ וַעֲנִיִּים מְרוּדִים תָּבִיא בָיִת כִּי תִרְאֶה עָרֹם וְכִסִּיתוֹ וּמִבְּשָׂרְךָ לֹא תִתְעַלָּם:










ישעיה נ"ח, ז

מעולם לא ראינו ולא שמענו בקהל מישראל שאין להן קופה של צדקה...






רמב"ם, הלכות מתנות עניים, פרק ט, הלכה ג

These verses, and many others, prove the centrality of caring for others in Jewish text. To the question: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Judaism relies “Yes” across the generations. 
Tzedakah should not be considered only as an answer to momentary trouble, but rather a part of a greater work of Tikkun Olam. Beyond the instant when those who have the financial means, contribute to the needy, we must consider the essential question of social justice and work together to help others raise themselves up from the poverty cycle. Therefore, the preferable Tzedakah is one that empowers and strengthens the recipient. 
The answer to the question: Why Give? Is closely linked to the question: What is the meaning of my life? Do I consider myself as a lone person in the world or am I a part of a community and a society? Am I allowed to ignore the existence and the needs of society?  
How much to give?

The Tzedakah does not have a set rate, yet throughout the generations an effort was made to determine a minimum and a maximum limit for giving. The first step for discussion about Tzedakah is determining the giving frame. Some will consider naming a particular sum as a goal, some will calculate a percentage from their income or surplus, and other will link between the leisure activities budget to the Tzedakah budget. The giving frame can include various ways to contribute: material help, volunteering, social action activism and etc. Determining a frame for giving will upgrade the discussion about Tzedakah from merely theoretical to a practical one.
Guiding Principles
The system offered in this document speaks to the individual, family, group or congregation who are interested in evaluating their Tzedakah giving. The document intents to help those who seek to translate the theoretical value to action, and the eternal mitzvah to the call of the hour. Later in the document, we present a number of tensions that are imbedded in the decision making process regarding Tzedakah. The discussion of these tensions is meant to guarantee that the decision making process will be extensive and comprehensive, that it will derive from tradition and from the experience and opinions of those taking part in the process.

For instance, the head committee of the congregation that is deliberating how to spend the Tzedakah fund money will receive a number of appeals and suggestions. Instead of dividing the money equally between all applicants or donating just to one particular cause that touched their hearts, we are offering a more structured discussion. Some would like to confirm that the “investment portfolio” is more balanced. For example, we can build an outline for charitable giving by fields: universal-general, medical or educational. Perhaps, the decision will be to emphasize a specific goal rather than finding a balance between the tensions. 
There are numerous uses to this document: it can be discussed generally as source for inspiration and guidance for charitable giving of a congregation or a family; it can be used to help make decisions regarding specific pending practical dilemmas. In the end of this document you will find work sheets and examples that can be helpful during the decision making process. 

Questions and Tensions: 
We recognize three major steps throughout the charitable giving decision making process: 

1. The general conception of Tzedakah:

Each individual, family or congregation must articulate a policy that will reflect the way they envision and understand Tzedakah   
2. The most effective goals of Tzedakah

3. The question of giving: how to give Tzedakah.

In each of the above we must consider the imbedded ethical tensions. These tensions exist not between the concepts of “right” and “wrong” but rather between two positive values. In order to help the discussion in the ethical realm, rather than simply the factual one, we suggest “mapping” out a specific appeal, or deciding between fields, while taking the following tensions into consideration.

The Conception of Tzedakah:
· Between giving to an immediate cause and the need for future change-should we give in response to an urgent request of the needy or should we provide the person with long term tools that will help him uplift himself from the troublesome situation he is entangled in?
· Between the responsibility of the citizen to the responsibility of the state-

Could it be possible that in our eagerness to help the needy we unintentionally allow the state to evade it’s most basic responsibility of taking care of the welfare its citizens?

· Between caring for the needy and personal welfare-

How to balance between charitable giving and maintaining one’s own resources; we must consider the personal strengths and space of an individual or a congregation. 

The Goals of Tzedakah:
· Between objective and subjective needs-the tension is focused on the need for Tzedakah-Is it being measured in objective terms, or by needy person himself, who articulates his own needs, i.e. in subjective terms?
· Between the poor in your immediate surroundings and more compelling worldly issues-When are we committed to meet the needs of those near us and when should we focus on the troubles of those from far away lands? Where, in general, lays the border?
· Between the will of the donor to the needs of the recipient-there is a tension between the desire of the needy to use the donation as he wishes and the actual purpose for which the money was donated. The question is: do we as donors have the right to educate those who receive our donations according to our values and standards of behavior? 
This tension also finds expression among the recipients of Tzedakah, when the donor’s demands don’t coincide with the recipient’s own values, and among the donors themselves, who become disappointed when their donation is used for purposes other than what they have stipulated. 

Giving Tzedakah:
· Between transparency and privacy-On one hand, we want to collect and perhaps publish information about the person and the causes to which we contribute. On the other hand, the Jewish sources emphasize the importance of keeping the recipients anonymous in order to safeguard their respect.
· Between setting a schedule of giving and giving when the mood strikes-

Is there a need to set up a predetermined schedule for charitable giving or is better to give when we feel the need to do so?
· Between extensive reach and specific focus-Should we give to an array of causes, and in such a way, balance out a number of different needs, or should we focus on one project or a cause in order to contribute in a more significant, specified manner?
The following part of the document provides working sheets to help make decisions. 

The first sheet-refers to planning ahead, where we divide the pie so it will represent the diversity of values we would like to express and determines a policy regarding charitable giving and the general conception of Tzedakah. Then, for instance, a congregation can decide that the Tzedakah it gives will never replace the state; it can balance between various fields of charitable giving; a family can set a policy for scheduled giving, etc.

The second sheet-refers to making a decision between several specific causes and determining whom to donate. Our suggestion is to review each case according to a variety of ethical concerns and to map it on the different lines. This in order for the discussion to be of value, and for each individual, family or congregation to choose the issues it wants to emphasize most. 
For instance, if I would like to choose where to donate a part of my Bat Mitzvah money, I have a number of options. I will fill up a page per cause and then compare between the different cases. I decide whether my ethical preference encourages me to contribute to the local homeless shelter or to orphans in some far away land. I decide whether the contribution in question is too large for me or not, whether it answers an immediate need or effects structural change, and etc. 
Sheet #1: Policy Planning
1. Discuss among yourselves and reach a decision regarding the questions that have to do with articulating a general charitable giving policy:

· Between transparency and privacy 

· Between setting a schedule and giving when the mood strikes

· Between an extensive reach and specific focus

2. Please divide the pie below, so it will represent your priorities in the best way possible. The division can incorporate balancing different values, or perhaps choosing one particular value. Please discuss the following tensions and make your decisions:
· Between giving to an immediate cause and the need for future change

· Between the responsibility of the citizen to the responsibility of the state

· Between objective and subjective needs

· Between the poor in your immediate surroundings and more compelling worldly issues
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3. Self-evaluation: after the decision making process, please discuss the following topics in order to confirm you are aware of the sensitivities embedded in the decision. This discussion may be most relevant when addressing specific cases, 
· Between caring for the needy and personal welfare

· Between the will of the donor to the needs of the recipient

Sheet #2: Deciding between cases (each case needs to be reviewed on a separate sheet)
Brief Description of the Case:















Comments:
Future Change





Immediate Needs 





State’s Responsibility





Citizen’s Responsibility





Subjective Need





Objective Needs





Other Compelling Needs 





Local Poor





Privacy





Transparency





The needs of the recipient





The will of the donor





Personal gain





Caring for fellow men 











