








Even so, Israelis will also have to pay to ensure that these victo-
ries aren’t fleeting, and how they do so will matter. Shortly after the
fighting erupted in 2023, the Institute for National Security Studies
warned against repeating the post-Yom Kippur War economic mis-
management that led to a “lost decade.” This was a period marked
by the deadly combination of a stagnating economy and inflation.
It’s too early to worry about such a bleak scenario right now.

Back in the 1970s, Isracl’s economy was still dominated by
a socialist state. Today’s Israel is decidedly capitalist. One of the
bright spots for the country is that the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange
has soared during the conflict, with Israeli high-tech and defense
companies leading the way. It also helps that Israel entered the war
in a strong fiscal position thanks to 20 years of prudent economic
management. Even Israel’s debt-to-GDP ratio, which is projected to
rise to 75 percent, remains relatively low by Western standards. In
the United States, it is 124 percent; in Japan, 216 percent.

Still, the fiscal challenge Israel will have to face is daunting. The
state intends to pare overall expenditures at the same time that
demand for them—such as the cost of mental health services,
reconstruction projects, or security for schools—rises. The gov-
ernment has already begun cutting civilian ministry budgets by
roughly $5 billion, with a view toward bringing its budget deficits to
below 3 percent over the next three years.

American aid will also help: In March, Secretary of State Marco
Rubio used emergency authority to expedite approximately $4 bil-
lion in military aid. The Full-Year Continuing Appropriations and
Extensions Act of 2025 maintained $3.3 billion of foreign-military
financing and $500 million for missile defense and extended loan
guarantees through 2030.

But there could be a limit to American generosity. The current
10-year memorandum of understanding between the United States
and TIsrael, signed in 2016 and worth $38 billion, is set to expire in
2028. Even though most of those funds have been spent in the United

States on American-made systems, with neo-isolationists working in
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the administration and congressional support for Israel not as iron-
clad as it once was, Israel may have to envision a diminution, if not an
end, to American aid—at some point. In the face of this uncertainty,
Israelis will have to lean into the virtues that have allowed their state
to survive and thrive in the face of continuous adversity: ingenuity,
perseverance, adaptability, and selfreliance.

Among other blessings in disguise, Israelis will come away from
the war with a keener understanding of how artificial intelligence
and other advanced technologies work on a battlefield. No other war
in history has been fought with so many inputs from this emerging
technology. This is a value proposition that militaries and businesses
around the world will pay good money to acquire—assuming that
Israel is willing to share what it has learned.

Israelis have overcome far more severe economic challenges in the
past. The country today enjoys a standard of living that could scarcely
have been imagined 40 years ago, much less at the state’s founding,.
Per capita gross domestic product exceeds that of Japan and most
European countries. And for all of its hardships, living in Israel offers
something hard to come by in other democracies: People know who
they are and what they believe. This will ultimately help secure the
Jewish state as its people absorb the costs, and the lessons, of this
long, difficult, and transformative war.
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JORDAN CHANDLER HIRSCH

The Need for a
Jewish Sovereign
Wealth Fund

A new model of selfreliance

HE GOLDEN AGE of American Jewry
is indeed ending—and the Jewish
community cant see past its fading
reflection. The institutions upon which
American Jewish flourishing once relied

are crumbling. It’s time for American

Jewry to build new foundations for its

next phase of achievement, and to build them stronger than before.
Ours is not the first such moment of foundational transition for
American Jewry. In his June 1920 Menorah Journal article “The
Passing of the ‘Shtadlan,” literature scholar and activist Johan J.
Smertenko celebrated the creation of the American Jewish Congress
as the end of the shtadlanut age. Shtadlanut (Yiddish for “interces-
sion”) was the survival strategy by which the Jewish communities
of Europe had interacted with their non-Jewish rulers. Tt involved
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courting the establishment power of the land and placing a shtadlan
(intercessor) to represent the Jewish community in the ruler’s court.

A sweep of Jewish history finds shtadlanim and their anteced-
ents in many guises across many eras, from ancient Babylonia to
the British Empire. The archetype can be found in the Torah itself,
with Joseph, who rose to serve as Pharaoh’s viceroy, saving Egypt
from famine and securing a place for his people. It appears in
1oth-century Baghdad, where Saadiah Gaon advised the Abbasid
Caliphate while leading a Talmudic academy; in 12th-century
Cairo, where Maimonides served as physician to Saladin and
guide to the Jewish community; and in 15th-century Portugal and
Spain, where Don Isaac Abarbanel financed kings and shepherded
the Jewish community until the expulsion of 1492.

By early modern Europe, the shtadlan had become a formal-
ized, paid position in many Jewish communities, sitting atop
a burgeoning communal infrastructure that collected taxes,
conducted trade, managed estates, and much besides. It was a
method of organizational structure, meant to curry favor, protection,
and most important, a level of autonomy for the Jewish community.

On its face, shtadlanut was a way of securing de facto Jewish
rights in lands where Jews were denied such rights de jure. At its
core, it was the art of indispensability, to both the Jewish commu-
nity and its non-Jewish overlords. The shtadlan was part courtier,
part financier, and part counselor to non-Jewish rulers, who, in
turn, guaranteed Jewish rights.

It was this system of “benevolent feudalism” that Smertenko said
was dying a timely death in America. According to him, the cre-
ation of the American Jewish Congress, an organization founded by,
among others, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis to champion
Jewish interests, signaled Jewish arrival in a new political epoch:

The democratic revolution in American Jewish life, the great
achievement of the Jew in exile, is due to the decision to

renounce a policy motivated by fear and guided by the slave’s
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principle that it is best to lie low and say nothing offensive to
the benevolent master, and to supplant that policy expressing
the needs and demands of the self-governing Jewish people. It
embodies the decision of the Jews of America to present openly
to the nations of the world a constructive program which the
Jewish people are prepared to support with all the strength they
can command, instead of following the back-stairs method of
the “Shtadlan” of the Middle Ages and the Russian Ghetto, who
asks for relief, not redress; for palliation, not prevention; for

charity, not justice.

Through its mirroring of a great American political institu-
tion—the United States Congress—the American Jewish Congress
represented the apex of Jewish political progress.

One sees a foreshadowing of Francis Fukuyama’s “end of
history” in Smertenko’s democratic triumphalism. But like
Fukuyama’s prediction, it did not come true. As late as 2002, the
very recently passed law scholar Marshall J. Breger, who served
as President Reagan’s liaison to the Jewish community, observed,
“Jewish groups in Washington today continue to do a great deal of
the shtadlan’s work.”

How did Smertenko get it so wrong?

The answer lies, ironically, in exactly what he was celebrating;:
the Jewish community’s mirroring of the American project. In
their attempts to become Americans par excellence, Jews not only
amassed unprecedented economic, political, and cultural capital
via the prestige institutions of American life—universities, news-
rooms, civic clubs— but modeled their own institutions on them.
The American Jewish Committee, for example, began in 1906 as
essentially a shtadlan cooperative of influential and well-respected
American Jews and ultimately fashioned itself into the “State
Department of the Jewish people.”

Rather than end the era of shtadlanut, these organizations

institutionalized it, employing what Breger called “a form of
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To survive in this new world, we must rid
oursclves of the enmeshment currency
and trade autonomy for something better:

sovereignty.

postemancipation Jewish politics” concerned “with the protection
of the civil and political rights of individual Jews.” The strategy of
intercession, far from extinct, adapted to the political structure
of American democratic liberalism, much as it had adapted to the
particular circumstances in different parts of Europe. Even there,
a system of Jewish councils developed out of the work of individ-
ual shtadlanim in order to formalize the work of shtadlanut.

Although born of powerlessness, shtadlanut yielded meaningful
results in stable, hierarchical societies. For one thing, it offered
communal autonomy to Jewish municipalities. Jews taxed them-
selves, funded schools and hospitals, and provided for communal
defense. But while this method of intercession was the coin of the
realm, it was always a two-sided coin. If on one side was autonomy,
enmeshment was on the other. Intercession required integration
into the ruling power structures of the realm. The Jewish councils
in Lithuania and Poland that performed institutional shtadlanut
closely matched the organization of the Lithuanian duchy and
Polish se¢gmik (parliament), entwining themselves, in a sense, as
extensions of government authority.

This strategy paid off until it didn’t. In gaining unprece-

dented communal autonomy, the Jewish community sacrificed
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its political flexibility. Having latched themselves so closely to
existing institutions—and having thereby lost their maneu-
verability —the Jews were dangerously exposed when, in 1648,
Bohdan Khmelnytsky launched the Cossack revolt, shattering
the ruling structure. The integration that had protected Pol-
ish Jews made them prime targets, particularly of anti-Jewish
peasants who resented Jewish land management on behalf of the
hated nobility. In village after village, Jewish communities found
themselves abandoned by their allies and defenseless against
forces that recognized no authority, honored no agreements, and
gleefully slaughtered Jews by the thousands.

This pattern repeats across geography and history. Shradla-
nut proves potent when it successfully synthesizes transactional
autonomy and institutional enmeshment. Yet perhaps because of a
historically conditioned impulse for security, Jews eventually tend
to prioritize institutionalization above autonomy—and when
they do so, enmeshment risks exposure. During anti-institutional
epochs, Jews do not merely face concomitant collapse—the very
accomplishment that once secured them serves as grist for persecu-
tion. American Jews face such a moment today.

Much as in 1640s Poland, American Jews have become iden-
tified with the United States’ institutional authority and its
core characteristics— among them, meritocracy, expertise, and
prosperity —at precisely the moment when that authority is
fading. Where our ancestors courted dukes, we endowed uni-
versities; where they befriended bishops, we cultivated editorial
boards; where they built self-governing institutions that inter-
faced with royal authority, we founded nonprofits and advocacy
groups engineered to mirror American power structures. Other
minorities press their concerns, to be sure—such is the beauty
of American democracy —but no other community has fused
its fate so completely with establishment institutions. If any-
thing set American shtadlanut apart, it was America itself: Jews
believed that, thanks to its republican creed, the United States
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would treat its embrace of the Jews not as barter but as principle.
We placed our faith in a kind of civic loyalty.

Yet the institutions we invested in are crumbling.

Trust in government and media is at a historic low. Confidence
in higher education has similarly plummeted. Almost no institution
in American public life remains broadly admired. As top-tier talent
fled these bodies, their husks have been occupied in many cases
by second-rate, navel-gazing functionaries, cosplaying radicals, and
clenched-fisted commissars. In turn, Americans are rejecting the
collective order that governed the country for decades.

Amid this decline, anti-establishment forces—podcasters,
social media streamers, and political brawlers—have surged into
the cultural mainstream. Commentators reach global audiences
from Substacks and garage studios. Candidates win primaries with
TikTok clips and Rumble shows. The anti-institutionalists hail
from all sides of the political spectrum, ranging from the stoutly
centrist to the proudly conspiracist, and often virulently oppose
one another. But collectively, they owe nothing to credentialed
experts, pledge loyalty to no hierarchy, and instinctively distrust
anything and anyone associated with the old-line establishment.
America’s Jews, unapologetically identified as they have become
with American social, cultural, and political norms and institu-
tions, are the frontline targets in the assault on those same norms
and institutions. As in earlier Diasporas, an increase in Jew-hatred
is a worrisome indicator of broader civilizational decay. And lately,
that decay is being intentionally accelerated by this proverbial army
of anti-institutional forces, which are often—at best—indifferent
to Jewish interests if not openly hostile to them.

Legacy Jewish organizations, designed to appeal to a system of
mutual respect and stability, struggle on this terrain. They con-
tinue to court cable-TV hosts and newspaper editors, hoping to
earn a fair shake; level charges of antisemitism, yearning for public
sympathy; and seek coalitions to beat back their adversaries. As a
result, they watch, stunned, as figures once beyond the pale of polite
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[nstead of investing so much financial and
political capital in lobbying cfforts to preserve
our establishment station, we should invest
that money in something we directly control: a

Jewish sovereign wealth fund.

society now regularly grace well-watched YouTube channels, or
onetime political enemies of the far-Left and far-Right broker mod-
ern day Molotov—Ribbentrop pacts for clicks. Each plea to fading
authority only underscores our vulnerability. We’re not just losing
influence; by communally clinging to institutions, we confirm every
anti-establishment suspicion that we are paragons of a discred-
ited order.

The populist wing of the political Right, for example, has
recently extended the propensity for smashing sacred cows to
questioning the U.S.-Israel alliance and, increasingly, the place of
Jews in American public life. The scrutiny ranges from the sub-
tle—wondering, in a “just asking questions” tone, whether Israel
and its American Jewish supporters assume a disproportionate
place in U.S. foreign policy —to the lurid, accusing Israel of assas-
sinating JFK for opposing its nuclear ambitions.

For understandable reasons, American Jewish leaders often
brook no gradations here; they instinctively register questions
about Jewish power, whatever their scope or tone, as antisemitism.
But whereas some far-right populists suffer from an obsessive fix-
ation on Jewish power and influence — or Jewish Derangement
Syndrome (aka JDS)—others find their way to Jew-skepticism
through their suspicion of American institutionalism as a whole.
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Their anti-institutionalism inevitably leads them to a disdain for
the Jewish community’s strategy of institutional enmeshment.
These conspiracy-curious skeptics are then drawn toward the
outright antisemitic accounts of the deranged. Their gateway
to Jew-skepticism is institution-skepticism, and since Jews are
enmeshed within the institutions they distrust, this brings them
into the target line. Were the Jewish community to disentangle
itself from the institutional thicket, it wouldn’t be caught in the
crosshairs of this increasingly influential segment. Adopting its
own non-institutional approach would make the Jewish commu-
nity less suspect and more transparent as a community working
like any other to secure its survival using its own resources.

To survive in this new world, we must rid ourselves of the enmesh-

ment currency and trade autonomy for something better: sovereignty.

What does sovereignty mean in this context? In a sense, it is rather
similar to what the anti-institutional forces are calling for. Many
of them, especially on the political Right, call for a cold reassess-
ment of inherited entanglements with allies and nongovernmental
and intergovernmental organizations. They take particular aim at
American foreign aid, the greatest recipient of which is, famously,
Israel. In the anti-institutionalist view, American treasure is best
kept at home and ought not be diverted to other sovereign nations
regardless of how much of it ultimately comes back to the United
States in weapons contracts and the like.

The anti-institutional world is less wood-paneled boardroom
than open-air bazaar. Institutional America was relational,
running on shared values and social mores that fostered trust.
Anti-institutional America, by contrast, is transactional, with
everyone haggling at arm’s length — ad hoc, opportunistic, often
devil-may-care. To prosper in the coming transactional disorder
of anti-institutionalism, the Jewish community must disentangle
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itself from the institutions. Instead of investing so much finan-
cial and political capital in lobbying efforts to preserve our
establishment station, we should invest that money in something
we directly control: a Jewish sovereign wealth fund.

A Jewish sovereign wealth fund would represent a new form of
Diaspora power, suited to the transactional age. Much like the
wealth funds of other nations, it would wield capital as statecraft
on behalf of Jewish interests, without apology or pretense.

Consider the recent success of the Gulf states in transactional
America. Rather than build grassroots advocacy organizations,
they invest in U.S. infrastructure, from AI data centers to criti-
cal minerals. Rather than lobby for favorable coverage, they buy
sports teams and entertainment properties that shape cultural
narratives. Rather than appeal to shared values, they generate
mutual profit. They build political alliances not through pleading
but by creating dependencies.

Reorienting around the concept of sovereignty autonomy would
signify a shift toward selfreliance. Institutionalized shtadlanut in
America depended on building up others’ resources—namely, those
of lawmakers and taxpayers—to secure Jewish protection. A trans-
actional approach, by contrast, would require insourcing rather than
outsourcing Jewish security. Instead of building political patronage
and pushing for resources through mediating institutions, the Jew-
ish community would ask no one to spend on its behalf and would
openly invest its own capital in pursuit of its own interests—indeed,
its own happiness.

A wealth fund would allow the Jewish community to invite allies
and skeptics alike into mutually beneficial investments. It could
help key players solve their problems and achieve their goals, thereby
securing support for ours. Skeptics who distrust our institutionalism
might respect our show of independence. Anti-establishment forces
might welcome Jewish capital that strengthens their projects. Most
important, a wealth fund could transform both our psychology and
our posture—from supplicants seeking protection into partners
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offering opportunity. Despite its corporate veneer, a wealth fund
would not merely reproduce institutionalism. If shradlanut sought
seats at the institutional table, a wealth fund would build its own
table and invite others in.

The fund’s mandate would emphasize selfreliance and
geo-economic power. Perhaps most immediately, a wealth fund
could help offset U.S. military support to Israel. The current $3.8
billion annual aid, which expires in 2028, helps underwrite Israeli
defense capabilities. But it places an increasingly weighty albatross
on the U.S.-Israel relationship and on American Jewish interests,
transforming what should be a relationship between equals into
one of apparent dependency. The aid requires American Jews to
lobby for taxpayer dollars to support Israeli security while render-
ing Jerusalem a mere client of Washington. This dynamic provides
fodder to the TDS-afflicted obsessives and fuels resentment among
skeptics, many of whom are wary of foreign engagements and
allergic to client-state commitments. To wit, in an August poll, 44
percent of young conservatives (ages 18-34) agreed with the state-
ment that “ending U.S. military aid to Israel would make me feel
better about the U.S.-Israel relationship.” Although legally the fund
could not directly finance the IDF, it could, for example, invest
heavily in Isracli defense companies—and U.S. defense compa-
nies that supply Isracl —that require stable funding for R & D and
guaranteed mass production in key areas, such as munitions. The
solution lies not in raging against the political turn against aid but
in drawing from a different resource base: our own. Rather than
petitioning for support, we would invest our own wealth in our own
security, broadly defined.

At first glance, this approach may appear like a divorce from the
U.S.-Israel strategic relationship—indeed, from the prior basis of
the American Jewish relationship with the United States. Yet such
self-reliance could prove salutary, calming the conspiratorial froth
increasingly surfacing in discussions of U.S. support for Israel and
American Jewish political power.
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The benefits of a Jewish sovereign wealth fund would not be
restricted to the State of Israel. It could also fuel Jewish com-
munal investment in the United States. Just as American Jews
have donated vast sums to American institutions, such as recent
billion-dollar gifts to Johns Hopkins Medical School and the
Albert Einstein College of Medicine, the fund could invest in core
American infrastructure, representing a 21st-century means for
Jews to make patriotic contributions to the United States. The
fund could, for example, anchor energy projects that secure the
U.S. lead in artificial intelligence, finance mining operations that
bolster critical mineral independence, and fund cutting-edge
technology firms and research facilities that will power America’s
edge. Through such investments, the Jewish community would
help launch the next generation of American strength.

The implications of this proposal are monumental. Metaphori-
cally speaking, it is a call to change the currency of Jewish politics,
exchanging intercession for sovereignty as the currency of power.
It is a call for the Jewish community to exercise its economic and
political power openly, in pursuit of its own interests, as any sover-
eign people would—measured in real-world security rather than
cocktail-party applause.

Such a proposition may seem instinctively crude to sensibili-
ties shaped by centuries of shtadlanut. Accustomed to courting
establishment favor without attracting anti-Jewish conspiracy,
we learned to downplay our influence, channeling it through the
respectable machinery of advocacy organizations and nonprof-
its. We directed much of our hard-won resources to universalist
causes and coalition building, presenting self-interested advocacy
as quintessentially American civic virtue. We treated power as
something to be disguised, not displayed.

Yet institutional collapse has rendered such discretion not just
obsolete but dangerous. In the anti-establishment age, subtlety
fuels suspicion. Power must now be legible and authentic: exhib-
ited openly so allies understand the benefits, and adversaries the
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In the anti-establishment age, subtlety fuels
suspicion. Power must now be legible and
authentic: exhibited openly so allies understand

the benefits, and adversaries the costs.

costs. Our ancestors adopted institutionalization because it fit the
circumstance, both in the old country and in older America. But
in the new America, and given the station Jews have earned here,
the environment calls for a new adaptation. Thankfully, we pos-
sess the resources, and the freedom, to carry our own weight. And
our survival in the new world hinges on it.

The financial foundation for such a fund already exists. Research-
ers Hanna Shaul Bar Nissim and Matthew Brookner found that
from 2000 to 2015, Jewish organizations donated more than $46
billion. According to the historian Jack Wertheimer, Jews donated
between $13 billion and $14 billion per year to Jewish causes
in the early 2020s. These numbers represent only documented
charitable giving, not the vast wealth held by communally active
Jews on the Forbes list who themselves often represent hundreds
of billions of dollars. And, as Dan Senor recently noted, alluding
to Shaul Bar Nissim’s research, “Of 33 Jewish individuals on a
Forbes 400 list with publicly reported charitable giving, no more
than 11 percent of their giving went to Jewish causes.” If even a
modest portion of those resources could be redirected, we could
build a substantial portfolio, perhaps $20 billion or more.
Investment and governance could begin with a small founding
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The Jewish community needs hard power:
investments in tangible asscts, vital industrics,
and uncxpected alliances. We need an entity

that thinks like a state, not a charity.

cohort of 12 to 15 individuals. They would set out the objectives,
devise the investment plan, and commit the seed capital. They
would also hire a professional investment team and establish a
charter requiring the highestlevel transparency: annual GAAP
audits, public reporting of all investments, and term-limited
oversight positions.

Unlike legacy Jewish nonprofit organizations, the fund would
operate more like a venture partnership: clear investment the-
sis, defined return targets, and aligned incentives. Contributors
could, for example, buy into specific investment strategies, and
decision-making could follow a simple majority vote among
the board on investments above a certain threshold, with the
professional team empowered to act swiftly on opportunities
below that line. Board positions might rotate every three to five
years, preventing calcification. Once the fund demonstrates
performance, Jewish Federations, family offices, and eventually
retail investors— both Jewish and non-Jewish — could buy in.
New investors could enter through different share classes tied
to specific investment verticals—Israeli defense, American
infrastructure, strategic technologies—allowing them to align
their capital with their priorities while maintaining overall
fund coherence.

The prospect of a Jewish sovereign wealth fund would
undoubtedly raise concern among some within the Jewish
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community. First, some will likely question the necessity of a
fund in light of existing Jewish philanthropic infrastructure,
which, as mentioned, contributes billions annually, mostly to
non-Jewish causes. These institutions do valuable work, but they
are just that—institutions, tools of enmeshment that depend
on the old framework. They necessarily operate with a non-
profit mindset, focused on moral suasion and soft power. In the
anti-institutional age, the Jewish community needs hard power:
investments in tangible assets, vital industries, and unexpected
alliances. We need an entity that thinks like a state, not a char-
ity. Moreover, a wealth fund wouldn’t need to replace the existing
Jewish philanthropic infrastructure, but would operate alongside
it, providing a potent combination.

Others will note that however large the fund, it almost certainly
could not rival the world’s largest sovereign funds, which manage
hundreds of billions or even trillions of dollars. But the amount
of assets alone is not dispositive. Bahrain’s sovereign fund, for
example, manages roughly $18 billion and owns McLaren Rac-
ing, which both generates returns and influence beyond its dollar
investment. Because of its focused mandate, a Jewish fund could
invest every dollar with far greater strategic density than the diver-
sified portfolios of most nation-states.

Some may also question the fund’s governance, demanding,
for example, Jewish communal input into investment decisions
made by such a small body. But this misunderstands how the
fund would differ from legacy institutions. Current Jewish
organizations operate through committees that often require
unanimous consent, resulting in lowest-common-denominator
decisions and limited agility. The wealth fund would instead
follow the private-equity model: Investors commit capital based
on clear strategies and trust professional management to exe-
cute. Rather than seeking broad communal input on each
decision —which would paralyze the fund —it would provide

radical transparency on results. Contributors dissatisfied with
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performance or direction could simply redirect their capital
elsewhere, creating market discipline that’s absent from legacy
organizations, where donors rarely withdraw support regardless
of outcomes. This isn’t undemocratic; it’s meritocratic. What'’s
more, there is nothing new about select groups of Jews, such as
the boards of major Jewish organizations, making decisions that
affect the broader community. Democratic governance sounds
appealing in theory, but in practice it would paralyze the fund
with committee meetings and risk-averse investments.

At the most elemental level, many may worry that by so openly
flaunting our financial prowess, a wealth fund would in fact
inflame Jew-hatred. But this concern reflects the institutional-
ist, shtadlanut mindset that we must abandon. Those suffering
from Jewish Derangement Syndrome already fantasize about
Jewish omnipotence; the reality of our power (or, historically,
lack thereof) has little bearing on their addled minds. For
other anti-institutionalists, a transparent, honest display of our
strength —and one that leads to more winning —will earn more
respect than relying on quiet methods will. Some may indeed
continue to resent us. So it goes. We have survived worse.

For the past generation, our success blinded us. As we built a
glittering tower of Jewish institutions, we failed to see that the edi-
fice underpinning that tower— America’s own institutions —was
crumbling. We can sense the tremors now, but our instinct, bred
by millennia, has been to hold, ever more desperately, to the world
we know and worked so diligently to construct. But in doing so,
we only increase our danger. It is a similar pattern to the demise
of so many prior Diasporas, from medieval Spain to pre-modern
Poland, in which shtadlanut transformed so quickly from survival
strategy to death trap. The difference between their fate and ours
depends on what we've learned from theirs, and how we adapt to
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the new world —whether we can abandon our faith that someone
else’s power can protect us.
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REBECCA KOBRIN

The Bank on
Orchard Street

Jewish immigrant bankers and the opening
of American finance

} N THE EARLY YEARS of the 20th cen-
tury, New York’s Lower East Side was a

warren of low-slung tenements squeezed
together, their fire escapes draped with
laundry and their stoops crowded with

residents escaping cramped quarters.

Streets teemed with pushcart vendors
hawking everything from pickled herring to fur collars. Amid
this urban chaos, one structure commanded attention: a green
iron-grilled skyscraper that rose like a fairy-tale tower above East
Broadway, its domed tempietto casting shadows over the neigh-
boring buildings. The limestone facade of the Jarmulowsky Bank
on the corner of Orchard and Canal proclaimed the success of a
man whose name has since been forgotten.

Today, tourists flock to the Lower East Side’s trendy bars and
boutique eateries, including the luxury hotel that now occupies
Jarmulowsky’s former bank building. Few recognize the name
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Sender Jarmulowsky or understand his revolutionary impact on
American finance. Yet this immigrant entrepreneur transformed
how thousands of newcomers accessed money, credit, and capital.
He sold ship tickets on installment to thousands of prospective
immigrants, then provided them with banking services, small
loans, and the financial foundation to build new neighborhoods,
businesses, and lives. Contemporary journalists failed to notice
that while he called his business a bank, it was not chartered by
the state. They called him “The East Side JP Morgan.” But unlike
his uptown counterpart, Jarmulowsky’s fortune came from serving
those whom more established, state-chartered banks ignored.

Far from the antisemitic stereotype personified in Shakespeare’s
Shylock of the greedy, exploitative moneylender, Jarmulowsky and
hundreds of other Eastern European Jewish immigrant bank-
ers didn’t prey upon the desperate. Instead, they democratized
access to credit, creating financial pathways for entire communi-
ties that had been excluded from mainstream institutions. While
German-Jewish investment bankers like those who worked in
Lehman Brothers or Kuhn, Loeb & Co. shaped investment bank-
ing, it was these ship-ticket-salesmen-turned-bankers who revolu-
tionized everyday banking for ordinary Americans. They helped
immigrants not only reach America but succeed in it. Our cultural
amnesia about these financial pioneers has obscured how their
innovations reshaped American banking in ways that offer essen-
tial lessons for creating inclusive financial systems today.

Born in 1841 in Grajewo, in the Lomza province of Russia-Poland,
Jarmulowsky was orphaned at the age of three and raised by the
local rabbi. Impressed by his intellect, the rabbi sent Jarmulowsky
to the esteemed Volozhin Yeshiva and arranged for his betrothal to
Rebecca Markel, the daughter of a wealthy merchant. This match
would have enabled Jarmulowsky to pursue his studies full-time,
but he opted instead to enter the business world, moving to Ham-
burg in 1868 to sell ship tickets. There, Jarmulowsky pioneered
a system of selling prepaid tickets, effectively offering credit to
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prospective passengers. Since prepaid tickets were valid for a year,
Jarmulowsky purchased hundreds in bulk when prices were lower
during the winter season, writing out the tickets to fictitious peo-
ple—as name changes were processed at no extra charge. During
the summer months, when prices increased, he sold these tickets to
prospective migrants, earning an additional profit margin. If prices
dropped or tickets could not be sold in time, his loss was limited
to the 5 percent cancellation fee. Through an extensive network
of multilingual agents, and the creation of a multilingual ticket,
Jarmulowsky attracted loyal clients from all over Eastern Europe.
In 1873, Jarmulowsky left Germany for America, because Germany
did not grant him residency rights, and he continued to sell shifskarten
(ship tickets) on installment. Two decades later, a Holland America
line representative claimed that Jarmulowsky actually sold more tick-
ets in America than the shipping line sold at the docks. His success
allowed him to build a multifaceted business beyond ticket sales. Jar-
mulowsky attracted thousands of immigrants to deposit money at his
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bank and extended hundreds of loans at a modest 6 percent interest
(the going rate in state-chartered banks). He and his fellow immigrant
bankers also offered other valuable services to new immigrants that
embodied community support rather than exploitation, such as letter
writing, document translation, and even transferring small amounts
of money on their behalf. Moreover, they set their bank hours to suit
the convenience of their patrons, with Sunday being the most popu-
lar day of business—a day when every other bank in New York was
closed. All these services were provided in Yiddish, Polish, Russian,
and Iralian, languages not typically spoken in mainstream banks.
Most revolutionary of all was Jarmulowsky’s practice of extending
credit based on character rather than collateral, directly contradicting
antisemitic portrayals of heartless Jewish moneylenders.
Jarmulowsky’s innovative approach to finance ultimately trans-
formed him from a ticket agent into a banking magnate. By 1900,
Jarmulowsky had earned such confidence within the community
that he held deposits for over 35,000 immigrants and exchanged
millions of dollars for Russian rubles to send back to their home-
land. His sons then opened their own bank business that made
great profits from investing in real estate. Yet these very successes
made Jarmulowsky and his family as well as his fellow immigrant
bankers, such as Max Kobre, Adolf Mandel, Morris Engel, and
others targets of a New York State regulatory system that viewed
their methods with deep suspicion. Indeed, these banks were not
chartered, not as a result of their business practices but rather
because the New York state authorities required a bond of over
$50,000 to gain a state charter approval. Such requirements dis-
criminated against small-sum bankers who were not illiquid but
just had smaller reserves since they worked with smaller sums.

Examining the practices of Jarmulowsky and his fellow bankers
reveals a communally conscious approach to banking. Far from
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having privileged access to capital, immigrant Jews from Eastern
Europe struggled alongside other newcomers to establish a foothold
in America’s dynamic economy. When mainstream banks routinely
denied services to those deemed too risky, immigrant Jews sought
out alternative credit-granting institutions, such as loan societies,
credit cooperatives, and mutual-aid societies. While these other insti-
tutions provided credit, immigrant banks allowed them to start an
account with just a few dollars, remained open at night after work
and on Sundays, and did not make customers feel uncomfortable
about how they were dressed. Understanding how these credit-
providing institutions functioned helps address what American
historian David Hollinger has identified as “the general failure” to
conduct a straightforward historical examination of the financial
practices that enabled immigrant Jews to succeed economically in
the United States, thereby “perpetuating the mystification of Jew-
ish history and subtly reinforc[ing] invidious distinctions ‘between
different ethnic groups in American society.”

These immigrant banking practices transformed three key sec-
tors of the American economy, demonstrating how Jews and money
or Jewish financial innovation served community advancement
rather than just personal enrichment.

First, these practices expanded the business of mass migration.
By providing prospective immigrants with financing to buy ship
tickets for themselves and their families, Jarmulowsky’s prepaid
ticket system created the financial architecture for chain migration
that would define American immigration patterns. By purchasing
tickets in bulk during winter months and selling them during peak
season, he wasn’t just maximizing profit—he was democratizing
access to American opportunity. This practice enabled earlier arriv-
als to finance later waves through Jarmulowsky’s credit network.

Second, after the newcomers arrived in America, the collateral-
free loans they received from immigrant banks like Jarmulowsky’s
reflected traditional Jewish values that viewed lending to make
someone self-sufficient as the highest form of zzedakah (righ-
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Jarmulowsky Bank check, circa 1912. Courtesy of Eldridge Street Synagogue

teous giving) rather than pure profit-seeking. Jarmulowsky and
other immigrant entrepreneurs exhibited the belief that providing
access to credit was fundamentally a moral good. Their willingness
to lend based on character assessment and community vouching
created economic mobility for thousands who would otherwise have
remained trapped in poverty.

Finally, through the loans they extended, immigrant banks
helped reshape New York’s physical landscape by extending credit
for real estate speculation and development. The experiences of
these immigrant Jewish bankers in the Russian Empire —where
capital could be looted at any moment and property ownership
was restricted—convinced Jarmulowsky that collateral was not
essential. It was a better bet to have money on loan than sitting
in reserve, and American real estate represented unprecedented
opportunity. Rather than hoarding wealth, Jarmulowsky and other
immigrant bankers reinvested community deposits into neighbor-
hood development, literally building the tenements, shops, and
synagogues where new Americans would establish their lives.

Despite these transformative contributions to American finance,
Jarmulowsky’s name remains largely forgotten in the annals of Amer-
ican financial history because his bank, along with dozens of other
immigrant banks, collapsed in the first decades of the 20th century.
When Sender Jarmulowsky died in 1912, the apparent multimil-
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lionaire left an estate worth only $500,000—a fortune at the time
but far smaller than what one would have expected. His son Louis
took over his bank in addition to the bank he ran with his brother
Meyer down the street at 165 Orchard Street. Meyer loved to invest in
real estate and bought up more than 37 properties in Harlem. This
speculative investment embodied the risk-taking ethos that had built
American fortunes, but when war broke out in Europe, bringing all
his depositors to the bank seeking to withdraw their funds, he could
not return their funds. Not insolvent but illiquid given its real estate
investments, the bank had to liquidate investments to pay back its
depositors. No bank, at that time or today, could ever pay back all its
depositors on a single day. Bank runs such as this were why the Fed-
eral Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) was eventually founded.
While New York State banking authorities condemned immigrant
bankers for “immoral practices,” these banks operated in a conser-
vative leverage ratio of 3 to 1, meaning for every dollar of its own
capital, it borrowed $3 to invest in real estate. By contrast, Lehman
Brothers operated with a leverage ratio of over 30 to 1 by 2007, invest-
ing primarily in risky mortgage-backed securities.

What proved most revealing—and most troubling—was how
immigrant banks were critiqued for their business strategies. Invest-
ing reserves in real estate and offering uncollateralized loans weren’t
moral failings but different approaches to risk and community devel-
opment. Banking authorities, judges, and reformers weaponized
Protestant beliefs about thrift and financial restraint as supposedly
secular “normative values” to eliminate Jewish financial practices.
The language used against immigrant bankers — “immoral,” “reck-
less,” “un-American,” “bootleg bankers”—echoed centuries of
antisemitic rhetoric about Jewish financial practices, now cloaked
in regulatory respectability.

The success of immigrant entrepreneurs like Jarmulowsky
revealed a fundamental cultural divide about money, risk, and
opportunity in America. Their practice of offering uncollateral-
ized loans to any immigrant with ambition reflected a different
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understanding of how wealth creation actually worked. Having
witnessed the impact of Russia’s devastating May laws — regula-
tions passed by the tsar in May 1882 that limited Jews to certain
residential and business enclaves—and having seen pogroms
destroy savings in Eastern Furope, these bankers understood that
credit access mattered more than accumulated wealth. They saw
New York’s explosive population growth as opportunity rather than
chaos, purchasing and developing scores of lots in Harlem, Brooklyn,
and the Bronx to serve expanding community housing needs.

Most significantly, East European Jews viewed market volatility
and even bankruptcy differently from their American counterparts.
Rather than seeing financial failure as moral failure, they understood
that meaningful success required taking calculated risks—and that
a community prospered when individuals had access to the credit
necessary to pursue their dreams. Immigrant bankers were criti-
cized for offering loans to those who had previously gone bankrupt.
But they could differentiate between bad luck and bad business.
This philosophy directly challenged Protestant America’s equation
of financial prudence with moral virtue, suggesting instead that
shared risk-taking and mutual support created broader prosperity
than individual thrift alone did.

Such fundamental challenges to American financial orthodoxy
could not go unanswered. In the decades following 1914, the world
of immigrant banking would virtually disappear from the streets of
New York City, systematically eliminated by regulations that specif-
ically targeted their community-centered strategies and investment
in real estate practices. The U.S. Immigration Commission sounded
the alarm in 1911, arguing that immigrant banks represented the
“most important institution” of immigrant colonies—and there-
fore the greatest threat to American financial stability. New laws
required banking charters that immigrant entrepreneurs couldn’t
obtain, imposed collateral requirements that excluded their tradi-
tional clients, and mandated business hours that ignored the needs

of working immigrants.
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By the late 1920s, the regulatory arsenal had achieved its
goal: Tt was no longer possible to sell ship tickets to prospective
immigrants on credit, operate a bank without government autho-
rization, or finance real estate development through immigrant
networks. The legislation effectively criminalized the financial
innovation that had enabled mass economic mobility. What had
been celebrated as American entrepreneurship when practiced by
established elites became “dangerous speculation” when practiced
by immigrant Jews.

The historical significance of men like Sender Jarmulowsky
extends far beyond banking history. His story challenges how we
think about the relationship between Jews, money, and American
capitalism. As historian Jackson Lears has pointed out, elite discom-
fort with immigrant bankers reflected broader societal anxiety about
the role of speculation and credit access in America’s rapid rise as a
world economic power. While the country’s Protestant establishment
attributed American prosperity to the celebrated values of hard work,
saving, and methodical planning, immigrant banking revealed an
uncomfortable truth: Credit access and calculated risk-taking were
actually fueling America’s economic expansion.

This revelation threatened core assumptions about the Amer-
ican character. If thrift and circumspection weren’t rewarded
while speculation and credit creation were, what distinguished
American capitalism from the supposedly corrupt financial
systems of Europe? The answer, for many politicians and reform-
ers, lay in eliminating the immigrant practices that exposed
this contradiction. Yet in doing so, they erased evidence of how
Jewish immigrant financial innovation had democratized oppor-
tunity and expanded economic participation —innovations that
would later be rediscovered and celebrated when implemented
by mainstream institutions.

As migration continues to challenge and redefine our world, the
story of Sender Jarmulowsky offers essential lessons for combining
immigrant absorption and economic vibrancy. During the pivotal
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decades before 1914, immigrant banking flourished in an environ-
ment of relative economic liberalism, creating pathways for newcom-
ers systematically excluded from mainstream institutions. Though
World War T ended this era, the practices, beliefs, and innovations
of immigrant bankers left an indelible mark on American finance.

By reclaiming figures like Sender Jarmulowsky from historical
obscurity, we reclaim “Jews and money” from centuries of antise-
mitic distortion. His story and that of his peers reveal that Jewish
financial innovation was at times about expanding access, building
community, and creating opportunity.

The forgotten world of East European Jewish immigrant banking
reminds us that financial systems are never neutral —they reflect
cultural values, political choices, and social hierarchies. As Amer-
ica continues to struggle to create a financial system that serves
all citizens—in 2024, noncitizen immigrants spent approximately
$29.62 billion on check-cashing services because banks would not
serve them—the innovations pioneered by immigrant bankers
offer both inspiration and practical guidance. Their legacy suggests
that a truly inclusive finance requires a cultural transformation:
moving beyond assumptions about Jews and money, or beliefs on
thrift and individual responsibility, and toward a new set of val-
ues inspired by East European Jewish immigrant bankers with
an emphasis on credit for all and shared risk-taking. In reclaim-
ing their story, we reclaim a more democratic vision of American
banking—one where access to credit serves community advance-
ment rather than just elite accumulation, and where Jews thinking
through money leads to financial innovation based on solidarity
rather than exploitation. For that, Jarmulowsky and his fellow-
traveling immigrant bankers deserve credit.
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NATHAN J. DIAMENT

Public Funding for
Private Education

New legislation could be a major boon
for Jewish day school affordability

ONG before Jews were overrepresented
in universities, both as students and
faculty, it was the Jews who established
education as an imperative. “You shall
teach them diligently to your children,

and shall talk of them when you sit in

your house, and when you walk by the
way, and when you lie down, and when you rise” (Deuteronomy
6:7). Later, in the Second Temple Period, Yehoshua ben Gamla
made this imperative universal, instituting “an ordinance that
teachers of children should be established in each and every
province and in each and every town, and they would bring the
children in to learn at the age of six and at the age of seven”
(Bava Batra 21a).
Twentieth-century American Jews can likewise be proud of
having built a Jewish day school system that has proved to be the
strongest force for Jewish continuity. Yet, unlike what ben Gamla
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had in mind, it is far from universal. The high cost of day school
education poses a barrier for making this force of Jewish continu-
ity even stronger. Far from ensuring broad access, the system has
become available only to a selective few. Arguably, it is as much
a financial strain on Jewish communal life as it is a fundamental
element in its survival. As the decades-old joke goes, a day school
tuition bill is the strongest form of Jewish birth control.

The problem is commonly referred to as a “tuition crisis,”
implying that schools are charging too much. That is not accu-
rate. Jewish day schools don’t have a pricing problem. They have
an affordability problem.

Think about what parents (and the community) pay for. Most
Jewish day schools offer a dual curriculum, splitting the school day
between Jewish and secular subjects. This means that a day school
is akin to two schools that happen to be under the same roof. These
two schools typically employ separate sets of faculty (unless the Tal-
mud teacher is also teaching chemistry) as well as administrators.
These two-schools-in-one share a building and other overhead and
back-office costs. So, if a parent took the average day school tuition
(about $24,000) and divided it by two—as though she were writing
two checks to two schools—the $12,000 puts each tuition right in
line with the national average of private school tuitions.

Still, that doesn’t make them any more affordable. And given
the critical role that educating our children Jewishly plays in
their future and that of the community, Jewish leaders and orga-
nizations have no choice but to aggressively pursue all avenues to
ameliorate the burden.

For leaders of the Orthodox Jewish community — the segment
most committed to Jewish schooling— government funding has
long been viewed as an attractive and necessary piece of the
solution. Only the government can allocate the funds needed to
address the affordability challenge. Orthodox Jewish leaders and
organizations have pursued this for decades.

Today, in 2025, I'm cautiously pleased to say that we are at a
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breakthrough moment when the many years of effort can finally

pay off if the Jewish community acts wisely.

A bit of background. For much of the 20th century, American Jew-
ish organizations were divided over proposals to provide government
funding to Jewish day schools. Secular organizations, including the
Anti-Defamation League (ADL), the American Jewish Congress,
and the American Jewish Committee, consistently opposed govern-
ment funding for any purpose flowing to religious entities including
schools. In legal briefs filed with the Supreme Court and in testimony
before Congress, these groups argued for “strict separation” of reli-
gion and state. This meant that even if a government-funded program
operated with criteria that had nothing to do with religion, sectarian
entities would still be ineligible to receive those public funds. From
the 1940s into the 1980s, this view prevailed at the Supreme Court,
blocking governmentfunding programs for religious schools.

But throughout those decades, the Orthodox Union, Agudath
Israel, and other Orthodox groups, as well as faith-based allies,
argued against “strict separation” (which does not appear anywhere
in the Constitution) and for the principle of government “neutrality”
toward religion. This approach contended that government funds
may support religious institutions under the First Amendment so
long as the government wasn’t somehow favoring or advancing any
particular religion in doing so. Orthodox groups argued that any-
thing other than neutrality amounted to hostility toward religious
institutions and was therefore unconstitutional. This last point is
crucial. The Orthodox position was not exclusively animated by the
potential to deliver material benefits to the community. Rather,
Orthodox leaders saw it as a necessary component to fight for “equal
standing” and against religious discrimination.

Over the course of the 1990s, the “neutrality approach” grad-
ually gained ground at the Supreme Court, and the decisions in
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Jewish day schools don’t have a pricing problem.
U O

They have an affordability problem.

cases regarding school aid and other related matters began to shift.
In 2002, the court ruled in Zelman v. Simmons-Harris that school-
voucher programs are constitutional. Over the next 20 years, new
Supreme Court majorities overturned precedents embodying “strict
separationism” and upheld government funding to religious enti-
ties on the basis of neutral criteria. This line of cases culminated
in 2022, when the high court held in Carson v. Makin that it was
unconstitutional for the State of Maine to let parents participate in
a tuition-assistance program only if they did not send their children
to religious schools.

This jurisprudential landscape and the challenges the Amer-
ican Jewish community currently face have forced most liberal
Jewish organizations to adapt. Many have adjusted their positions
and become more accepting of government funds flowing to syn-
agogues, day schools, and other religious entities. Whereas the
ADL once opposed the creation of the Nonprofit Security Grant
Program (which provides federal funds for security costs at shuls
and other Jewish institutions), they now join us in arguing for
robust congressional funding. In 2020, there was no opposition
from Jewish organizations for pandemic relief funds being paid to
religious organizations. Fortunately, there is now sufficient con-
sensus in the Jewish advocacy community that we may harness
even more support from the government for our needs.

Now that the Supreme Court has largely settled the years-long
debate on whether government funding for religious schools is
constitutional, debate has shifted to the political branches — Con-
gress and state legislatures, governors’ offices, and the White

House. Secular organizations have been replaced by teachers’
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[magine a robust communal ‘matching’

effort fueled by Federation campaigns, family
foundations, and national organizations. Such
campaigns and communal commitment could

reduce per student tuition by half or more.

unions and other entrenched interests. In this new environment,
a pragmatic (and sometimes incremental) approach has delivered
significant resources for Jewish day schools in many key states.

Nearly 40 states now provide some form of support to nonpublic
schools through in-kind services or financial support. For exam-
ple, New Jersey provides school nurses, while Maryland delivers a
per pupil allocation for security costs. In states with the largest
Jewish day school populations, even more is given. In Pennsyl-
vania, Ohio, and Florida, Jewish day schools receive six- and
seven-figure levels of financial support generated by state tax-credit
programs and other sources. In New York, the state with the largest
Jewish school population by far, the state provides valuable services
(busing, textbooks, and special ed) and direct funding including
subsidies for security costs and the salaries of STEM teachers at
Jewish and other nonpublic schools. Much of this state funding is
the result of persistent Jewish advocacy by the likes of the Orthodox
Union and its Teach Coalition project.

While this flow of funds has not dramatically arrested the rise
of Jewish day school tuitions, it shows promise in expanding the
group of families awarded financial aid. Put another way, it takes
aim at the affordability problem rather than the tuition problem.

Still, all of this pales in comparison with the breakthrough
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moment in which we currently find ourselves, which may lead to
a fundamental change in day school affordability.

In July, Congress enacted President Trump’s “One Big Beautiful”
tax and budget bill. Within its nearly 9oo pages was the first and
largest federal funding program to support parents choosing pri-
vate K-12 schooling. Known as the Educational Choice for Children
Act (ECCA), the new law creates a federal tax credit of up to $1,700
for individual contributions to scholarship-granting organizations
(SGOs). While earlier versions of the law placed an annual cap on
the total amount of credits that could be claimed, determined advo-
cacy ensured that the final bill contained no cap. SGOs can raise an
unlimited amount of funds; they just need to do it $1,700 at a time.
This new program is an unprecedented opportunity in scope and
scale for the Jewish community to fund Jewish schools and support
the families who use them. Consider a local community with three
Jewish day schools, each enrolling 500 students from a collective
group of 1,000 families. The donations of the parents alone to a
joint SGO for that community will yield $1.7 million. Then, if one
set of each family’s grandparents donates $1,700 to the SGO, that’s
another $1.7 million. If another 1,000 people can be recruited to
donate from local congregations and other groups, that’s another
$1.7 million. If the SGO then allocates those funds as scholarships
on a need-blind, per pupil basis, each student will receive $3,400 oft
their tuition — double what their parents contributed (at no cost).
Of course, there is considerable work to be done to organize the

community to benefit fully from this opportunity. Some key points:

Building community partnerships

The ECCA law requires SGOs to be set up and authorized in each
state to operate there (so there can’t be a national SGO). And it
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requires an SGO to provide scholarships to students at a minimum
of two schools. That provision alone prods some collaboration
in our communities, but more of that should happen anyway. A
landscape in which too many SGOs are established in local commu-
nities— competing for contributions and disbursing scholarships
based on different criteria—would be inefficient and divisive. At
a minimum, rabbis, lay leaders, and Jewish organizations should
convene conversations of key leaders and stakeholders to establish
the broadest consensus SGO operations possible.

Providing financial stability (and enhancement)

Even with the tremendous promise the ECCA holds, it’s not entirely
clear how we can best implement it to benefit our communities.
The biggest question is how much money will be raised by any
SGO—whether in the first year (2027) or subsequent years. The
community and its donors must be educated about the program, and
a culture of giving must be built. The excitement of the program start-
ing in 2027 might yield $1 million to an SGO, but that could fluctuate
in years to come. Day school and yeshiva leaders must be able to plan
responsibly and reliably for any shifts in their income flow. For Jewish
schools and families to become reliant upon the flow of funds from
this landmark program, there must be a stabilizing factor.

National and large communal organizations as well as philan-
thropic foundations can play a key role in addressing these elements.
These larger and influential entities can smooth out the financing of
the initial launch years of the program by pledging to provide funds
that will backstop the SGOs and establish a baseline amount of
funding that will be available for scholarships, even if the fundraising
from individual donors falls short of its goal.

Philanthropic partnerships can go further by offering matching
funds against what is brought in from the SGOs’ individual dona-
tions. While the illustration above shows how a community could

deliver a $3,400 tuition discount per student, imagine a robust
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We could have a system that views the funding
(and the provision) of Jewish education as a
communal responsibility. The ECCA’s structure
requires some of that by its own terms. It
incentivizes the community to organize itself

for the betterment of all.

communal “matching” effort fueled by Federation campaigns, family
foundations, and national organizations. Such campaigns and com-

munal commitment could reduce per student tuition by half or more.

Ensuring the funds yield affordability and access

Over the many years during which we have argued that gov-
ernment-funding programs should support Jewish (and other
nonpublic) schools, we have routinely been asked by policymakers
whether what will actually occur is that the funds will flow to
the schools but still leave parents with hefty tuition bills. There
have been efforts to address this, but the advent of the ECCA pro-
gram makes it more essential to deliver a substantial portion of the
accrued funds in tuition relief to parents. Again, community leaders
and national organizations and funders must exert their leadership
and influence on the schools to ensure that happens.

Ongoing advocacy

Even with the historic achievement of passing the ECCA in July,
political advocacy must continue. Because the law requires the
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governors of each state to affirmatively opt that state into par-
ticipation by annually filing its list of authorized SGOs with
Washington, we must persistently lobby governors for that to
occur. Moreover, we must urge local governments not to impose
conditions on SGOs that will effectively exclude Jewish schools,
such as an open-admission requirement for all participating
institutions. Relatedly, lobbying efforts must stress that the
availability of ECCA-funded scholarships does not lead to the
cessation of existing state funding that supports Jewish and
other nonpublic schools.

Beyond the state level, there is plenty of advocacy work still
to be done in D.C., such as ensuring that regulations on imple-
menting the ECCA will maximally benefit our communities, and
looking for opportunities to improve the legislation and increase
the funding allowances.

The enactment of the ECCA is nothing short of a historic opportu-
nity— both for the funding it can provide to the Jewish educational
ecosystem and as a pivotal moment to fundamentally reexamine
the decades-long funding model of Jewish schools with an eye for
revising and improving it.

American Jewish schooling has long been run as a consumer
product system. The customers (i.e., parents) pay for the product
(school for their kids) with some supplementary assistance from
other sources. This model has placed the lion’s share of the finan-
cial burden on the parents, from when their oldest starts until
their youngest graduates.

But we could have a system that views the funding (and the
provision) of Jewish education as a communal responsibility.
The ECCA’s structure requires some of that by its own terms. It
incentivizes the community to organize itself for the betterment
of all. Tt is a rare invitation from Washington to tend to our
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communal cohesion based on what we all value rather than what
pulls us apart.

And it is an invitation that the entire community must accept
and capitalize on for the sake of our future.

To read and share [H]
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MICHAEL EISENBERG

Building Isracl’s
Trillion-Dollar
LE.conomy

And why we must

F ISRAEL’S many achievements since

October 7—the pager operation against
Hezbollah; the elimination of terror-
ist masterminds in Beirut, Gaza, and

Tehran; the downfall of the Assad regime

in Damascus; the crippling of Tehran’s

nuclear and ballistic missile infrastruc-
ture; the remarkable effectiveness of Israel’s missile shields—
perhaps none was as extraordinary, or unforeseen, as this: Since
the start of the war, the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange is up by over 8o
percent, reaching an all-time high.

That’s not a development most casual observers of Isracl would
have predicted in the wake of a historic calamity and in the middle
of a seven-front war. Yet that’s exactly what happened. In 2024, Israeli
arms manufacturers recorded a fourth year of record-breaking sales,
according to the Israeli defense ministry, despite some canceled sales
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and the perpetual threats of boycotts. The same year, in the thick
of war, Israeli high-tech companies reportedly raised $12 billion, a
31 percent increase over the previous year. In March 2025, Google
struck a deal to acquire Israeli-founded cybersecurity company Wiz
for $32 billion. In July, Nvidia announced that it would expand its
already significant operations in Israel with a new multibillion-dollar
tech campus.

If all this looks impressive in the context of the past two years
of war, it’s even more so in the context of the past five decades.
In 1973, when Israel’s population was 3.3 million people, its GDP
stood at a meager $11.3 billion in today’s dollars, or about $3,400
per capita. Today, Israel’s population has tripled to 10 million while
GDP has grown 51-fold, to about $580 billion, according to the
International Monetary Fund, bringing per capita GDP to $58,000,
ahead of Britain’s, Germany’s, and Canada’s. As the Financial Times
columnist Ruchir Sharma recently noted, “Total factor productiv-
ity, which captures how well labor is using new machines, has grown
four times faster in Israel than in other developed economies over
the past 25 years.” In fact, Israel now has the sixth-highest GDP per
capita of countries with more than 10 million people.

Such successes demonstrate the resilience and capabilities of
Israel’s entrepreneurs and labor force. Yet the growth drivers that
produced the start-up nation over the past three decades will not
suffice to achieve a new imperative: much faster overall growth
and the doubling of Israel’s GDP over the next 10 years to more
than $1 trillion.

Look again at Israel’s economy and you’ll find singular challenges
and, for a developed country, troubling signs. The good news is
that these are man-made and surmountable, but we must start
addressing them immediately.

The most obvious challenge is that Israel’s multifront war has
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come at an immense economic price. The war with Iran cost 5.5
billion Israeli new shekels (NIS), or more than $1.5 billion, in its
first three days alone—almost 1 percent of the Israeli govern-
ment’s annual budget, which stands at 620 billion NIS, close to
$190 billion, not including debt service. As of the end of 2024,
the direct costs of the war in Gaza and Lebanon were 141.6 bil-
lion NIS (more than $40 billion; 8o percent military costs and 20
percent civilian compensation). This does not include the indirect
costs to the economy or the reparations due to citizens from the
Iranian missile attacks. Israel has borrowed 360 billion NIS (about
$110 billion) at a 5.5 percent interest rate, and debt service is now
almost 150 billion NIS (about $45 billion) per year and growing.

Israel can spare no expense in prosecuting the wars. But it
still has to finance them. Israel entered the war with one of the
best debt-to-GDP ratios in the industrialized world. Even today, it
stands at 69 percent, better than that of the U.S. or the EU (except
for Germany, whose economy is stagnant at best). But we cannot
continue to grow our debt-to-GDP ratio at 9 percent over two years,
allowing interest and debt payments to eat an ever larger share of
the budget and burdening future generations.

There’s also an imbalance in economic growth. While high-tech
sectors, particularly in cybersecurity, defense, and artificial intelli-
gence, flourish, other industries such as construction are stagnant or
at risk. Israel’s construction productivity is 54 percent lower than the
average in industrialized countries, and in the transportation sector
it is 35 to 50 percent lower, even though overall labor productivity,
buoyed by high tech, is only 11 percent lower and Israel’s general
productivity has been closing the gap with European counterparts
over the past decade. Anyone who has been to Israel recognizes the
mounting traffic delays, the poor public transportation system, and
the tortoise pace of construction. For example, the fourth railway
track along the Ayalon will not be ready in 2028 as planned, but in
2032; the completion of the Green Line of the lightrail system in
the Tel Aviv area has been pushed back from 2027 to around 2030.
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Jerusalem’s lightrail system is years behind schedule. Tsrael needs
more power plants, which are held up by lack of skilled labor, petty
local election politics, and old-school methods of government
approvals. Of course, many other infrastructure projects are delayed
by lack of prioritization on the part of the Israel Electric Company.

Finally, Israel faces a unique set of demographic challenges. The
country enjoys annual population growth of around 2 percent—the
equivalent of adding a midsize city every year. Robust population
growth can confer long-term economic advantages, and I believe it
ultimately will. But that depends on whether society’s newest mem-
bers will contribute to the continued growth of the economy or
merely feed off an ever-more-burdened welfare state. The advent of
Al, better leadership, and management can help turn the demo-
graphic growth into economic growth.

Policy-wise, Israeli policymakers must adopt a business-state
mentality to meet the challenges of the next decade. The accel-
eration of global events and technology demands this approach,
which entails:

* Moving from social-entitlement budgeting to strategic capital
allocation, investing massively in growth infrastructure such as

advanced transportation, energy abundance, and digital/Al

* Applying accelerated, internetera business metrics, includ-
ing ambitious service-level agreements (SLAs) between
local government and the population it serves; productivity
return-on-investment (ROI) metrics for all government budgets
and workers; national key performance indicators (KPIs), and
growth targets, all of which will be shared transparently with
the public. Politicians and bureaucrats must be held responsi-
ble when they are not met. Mayor Michael Bloomberg of New
York successfully pioneered many of these efforts, and Singa-

pore has been a shining light of this approach to government.

* Rooting this in Zionist values. To wit: national service + eco-

nomic contribution = priority budget recipient.
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+ Adding additional growth sectors such as financial services,
which I will outline below.

As I said above, all of these challenges we face are man-made
by a currently stagnant bureaucracy and political system. They
can be overcome. New leadership and technology, mixed with new
regional superpower thinking alongside Israel’s forte for creativ-
ity, will turn the tide.

And here is an outline of what we need to do.

The key to creating a trillion-dollar economy is to reorient gov-
ernment spending away from consumption in order to invest
in the core of the productive population in Israel: those who
perform national service, pay taxes, and work. The government
needs to abandon the decades-long folly of spending massively
on those who do not want to join the Zionist core. Simply put,
those who want to benefit from the fruits of the welfare state
will need to contribute to its prosperity and maintenance. (As
an aside, all of the basically bankrupt European welfare states
would do well to learn from this model and invest in the core of
their productive populations.)

Were the government to employ this investment-minded model,
it would end the silly political practice of broad, uniform budget
cuts whenever it decides to reel in spending. I have critiqued this
practice for nearly two decades, and T understand why it is done.
First, government looks at total spending rather than investment
and measures it by how much each ministry requires to satisfy its
expenses. Second, nobody wants to upset petty ministers and pol-
iticians who measure themselves on inputs rather than outputs, so
equalizing the cuts is the path of least resistance. The result is that
periodic efforts at budgetary discipline and prioritization wind up
hurting the very sectors that can help strengthen the economy as
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a whole. What is required is selective and judicious spending cuts,
prioritizing investment-oriented spending,.

Changing this will be no small political task. But it is essential
for the government to allocate resources to their most productive
uses, including core infrastructure spending. Four key areas for
investment include energy abundance; digital infrastructure, such
as regional fiber-optic cables and data centers; human capital; and
advanced transportation.

Equally essential is to significantly speed up the permitting process
and reduce regulation so we can build and rebuild faster. Currently, it
takes an average of four years to obtain permits and build residential
and most commercial real estate, and a decade to build core infrastruc-
ture including transportation, electricity plants, and desalination.
The completion of these construction projects is chronically late,
complicating planning even more. Israel will struggle to compete as a
modern economy with this excruciatingly slow bureaucracy.

For example, since 1997, Israel has been actively considering
building a second major airport to match the increase in air travel.
Ben Gurion Airport will soon not be able to handle the quantity of
travelers coming through. Additionally, operating only one major
international airport, as shown during the recent war, is an Achil-
les” heel for a country of over 10 million people. No fewer than three
commissions have worked on the project. Two possible locations
were chosen: one in the south and the other farther north in Emek
Israel, southeast of Haifa. As in a ping-pong game, governments have
alternatively decided between the two locations, each canceling the
other’s decision. Numerous Knesset committees and Prime Minis-
ter Netanyahu himself have intervened and suggested alternative
locations. Coordination with the defense ministry, environmental
ministry, transportation ministry, and various local councils con-
tinues to vex planners. There still has not been a final site choice.
At this point, it will take at least 10 more years until Israel has
another major international airport. This is embarrassing for the
country and should be fatal for the political fortunes of leadership.
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Here is another: The Tel Aviv (Gush Dan) metro and lightrail have
been complicated and massively delayed by the political machina-
tions of Transportation Minister Miri Regev, leading, among other
issues, to nobody appointing a CEO for the metro. A lack of labor due
to the war; failing relations with key supplier Turkey; mayors and cit-
izens screaming NIMBY and trying to push construction into other
municipalities—these have all contributed to years of delays.

Based on discussions with the minister of finance after the Ira-
nian missile attacks, I am certain he understands the opportunity
to leverage wartime budgets for residential rebuilding to cut through
bureaucracy. This is an opportunity to increase housing in hard-
hit areas by turning air rights into economic assets, laying critical
infrastructure rapidly, and challenging municipal councils to move
more quickly and more ambitiously. This is a historic opportunity
to enforce absolute deadlines on all stages of infrastructure develop-
ment processes, while insisting that timetables for approval be cut

by 80 percent. This is completely achievable in the AT era.

Meaningfully increasing the investment section of the budget and get-
ting the bureaucracy to move faster or get out of the way is a start. But
we also need new growth and revenue engines—three in particular.
First, finance. There are many Jews in the hedge fund industry,
particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom. More-
over, the world of investment opportunities is expanding castward.
While the United States is still the granddaddy of capital markets,
markets such as Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and India are
growing. The UAE has quickly become a destination for capital
seekers—including an estimated 10,000 millionaires from the U.K.
alone—and Saudi Arabia is now trying to catch up to its neighbor.
Israel is closer to all of those time zones than New York or London.
Tel Aviv has an opportunity to become the second capital for
finance, after New York. To capture the opportunity, the government
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must create certainty for investors in three areas: Equalize the reg-
ulatory environment for hedge funds with the United States; make
Isracl the most crypto-friendly regulatory system on the planet; and
reduce capital gains taxes for hedge funds to be competitive with
the United States. That number should be lower than 30 percent
for both short- and long-term capital gains. Currently there is not a
uniform tax system for different types of funds, and hedge funds are
mostly taxed at marginal rates.

Then there’s Al, probably the biggest technological shift of our
lifetimes. After a committee led by Brig. Gen. (Res.) Professor Jacob
Nagel published guidelines for a national Al strategy in a report over
the summer, a government resolution establishing an AI directorate
in the prime minister’s office was recently passed. So far, the initiative
has been stood up with 120 million NIS, or about $35 million, and
a great leader in Brig. Gen. (Res.) Erez Askal. But 120 million NIS is
a drop in the bucket and must be massively scaled up. The director-
ate must be powerful, swift, and backed by at least $1.5 billion per
year. It must be given powers to deploy AI experts into government
offices, tasked to streamline operations and reduce the cost of gov-
ernment by 25 percent so that we can reclaim some public spending
for investment in growth. To attract talent and put the government
on a different path, this authority should tie compensation to success
and efficiency metrics in government. This could be a precedent for
a leaner, more accountable bureaucracy.

Finally, Israel needs more energy. This transformation is already
more than a decade underway, thanks to the discovery of vast off-
shore natural gas fields that have allowed the Jewish state to become
a net gas exporter. But Israel’s energy needs will continue to grow as
its population expands. And an AT revolution is impossible without
vast amounts of energy to power data-center operations.

There are still unexplored hydrocarbon fields both on land and
at sea. There is more opportunity for solar power in Israel and in
partnership with neighbors such as Jordan, Egypt, and perhaps
Saudi Arabia, all of whom enjoy easier regulatory environments
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than Israel’s and can create partnerships that supply Israel. Tsrael
has not pursued civilian nuclear power because it is not signatory to
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. However, the advent of small
modular and microreactors and the increased interest in nuclear

power must cause Israel to explore nuclear opportunities as well.

The final challenge is to capitalize on a changing region.

In January 2024, I was fortunate to join my friend Shervin
Pishevar, an Iranian expat who lives in Miami, in establishing an
Israel-Iranian alliance. Iran is an innovative country of 9o million
people who have been brutally oppressed for 46 years. It also sits
along the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC),
America’s competing vision to China’s Belt and Road Initiative,
which travels from India through the Gulf Cooperation Council to
Isracl and the Mediterranean.

The Iranian regime— hated by its own people and humbled by
Israel and the United States—is shaky at best, its fall probably
only a matter of time. Whether it takes a year or a decade is impos-
sible to say. Should it happen—or rather, when—it could bring
an additional go-million-person market into proximity, which
would mean both sides of the Persian Gulf could become pro-West
and integrated into both the IMEC and the Abraham Accords. It
could also bring Iranian oil, which currently goes largely to China,
into Western oil markets. All this would be a game changer for
the Israeli and American economy. The combination of India’s
production power with the energy and natural resources of the
Persian Gulf together with Israeli technology and finance may cre-
ate a mid-Asia economic giant. With proactive diplomacy and a
spirit of partnership based on each country’s unique resources and
abilities, this is eminently achievable. It may also serve as an alter-
native trading partner and blunt Turkey’s increasing neo-Ottoman
ambitions in the region and Africa.
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I grew up in a Zionist family on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.
I was 19 years old and studying in an Israeli yeshiva when the Gulf
War broke out in 1991. A week after Purim, the day the war ended,
I found myself in a room with 15 other young men and Rabbi
Yehuda Amital. T asked him a classic yeshiva question: Would it be
a bigger fulfillment of the mitzvah of settling the Land of Israel if
I moved to an unpopulated place in Israel like the Negev and the
Galilee? Or would moving to a populated place like Jerusalem or
Tel Aviv be the same level of fulfillment of the mitzvah?

He looked at me and said, “Your question is nonsense, utter
nonsense. Move to Israel and establish a factory to employ 10,000
people so that they can earn an honest and decent living, that
would be the biggest mitzvah!”

I had not planned to move to Israel before that life-changing
moment. When T lifted my jaw off the ground from hearing a rabbi
talk so passionately about the economy and economic empower-
ment of others, I resolved to make aliyah and see what I could do
to improve the economy of the Jewish state.

Wars are a time of change, challenge, reflection, and inspira-
tion. In Rabbi Amital’s spirit, I call on all of you, readers of Saprir
in the Diaspora, to bring your capital, talents, networks, and sense
of purpose to a Jewish state that cherishes life, peace, and human
dignity. Help create Israel’s trillion-dollar economy. Abraham’s
descendants in the land were promised to be blessed and to be a
blessing, which is literally translated as material prosperity.

This is the moment to bring that promise to fulfillment.
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BARRY SHRAGE

Mission Over Moncy

Reflections and awakenings after a career
in fundraising

T’S AMAZING how far a little bit of

money can go.

When T was 22 years old, T received
a $2,800 scholarship from the National
Jewish Welfare Board to attend social
work school. A true child of the ’60s,

I had spent my college years chairing
the CCNY College Young Democrats and protesting the Vietnam
War, until the anti-war movement descended into extremism,
anti-Americanism, acts of terrorism, and even murder. I decided
to abandon activism and politics in favor of making the world a lit-
tle better with individual acts of loving-kindness through a career
in social work. The grant I received came with a condition: that T
work at a Jewish Community Center after getting my degree.

That tiny scholarship changed my life. Working with teens at a
JCC in Scarsdale, New York, I fell in love with the Jewish commu-
nal world, the Jewish people, and with the God of Israel —“the
spirit hovering over the surface of the waters,” as Genesis 1:2 and
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my first-grade teacher taught me. I spent the next 55 years in Jew-
ish communal service, a never-ending source of blessing for me.

The more time I spent in the Jewish organizational world, mostly
in the Federation system, raising and allocating financial gifts like
the one that had changed the course of my own life, the more I
came to realize how little the Federation’s mission had to do with
fundraising. This may sound paradoxical, but after 31 years as head
of the Combined Jewish Philanthropies in Boston, I can tell you
that the primary role of a Federation is to mobilize the community’s
enormous human resources as well as its financial, intellectual, and
political influence, in the service of the Jewish people and Jewish
meaning. The job of a Federation leader is to be an organizational
matchmaker for Jewish enterprise, bringing Jewish organizations
and community members together in shared purpose and activity.

Money is, of course, one of the engines that drive our communal
work forward. But money without mission is meaningless. The con-
versations I'd have with donors during “fundraising” meetings were
substantive, and I’d nearly always wind up sending them a book
afterward, following up on an idea, a person, or an episode from
Jewish history that we’d been discussing. Such conversations were
as much about raising Jewish consciousness as they were about
raising Jewish funds; they were about the purpose and meaning of
Jewish life, about the Jewish future and the identity of our chil-
dren and grandchildren. Of course these conversations could also
be highly motivating, generating the funds needed to make the
dreams we discussed for the Jewish future come true.

But money is an easier metric to track than consciousness. For
decades, much of the Federation system measured success by how
much money we raised, rather than starting by truly evaluating our
greatest needs and then finding ways to support them. Our strategic
thinking came to be determined by the goal of fundraising, sub-
consciously swapping out the monetary means of our mission for
its end. We know the surefire paths to fundraising success: crisis,
threat, survival, drama. While I'm not happy that the world keeps
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giving us these types of opportunities, I am grateful that donors
generously respond to these calls. The Federation system has raised
billions of dollars over a century to protect and save Jewish lives.
But as my teacher Sidney Vincent, a revered Cleveland Federation
leader, commented in the early eighties, “We focused on saving Jews
and forgot about saving Judaism.”

The aftermath of October 7 gives us a priceless opportunity to
reevaluate our priorities. We are living through a hinge in history,
a moment when the door to alternative futures is still open, the
future is uncertain, and our actions can define our destiny. The
great Brandeis historian Jonathan Sarna has observed that Amer-
ican Jewish history progresses in cycles; moments of crisis lead to
Jewish “awakenings” marked by renewed interest in Jewish content
and community. These awakenings emerge out of major, often
tragic events that transform the basic assumptions of our lives.
Needless to say, we are living through such an awakening today.

The Federation idea emerged in Boston in 1895 within the context
of massive demographic change —the arrival in America of, even-
tually, around 2 million mostly impoverished Eastern European
Jewish immigrants. Boston was among the East Coast cities that
saw its Jewish population balloon. The model quickly spread to
other major Jewish communities, and then to smaller ones. Today
there are 141 Federations across North America.

The origin story matters, because the founders of the Federations
started with a need—to absorb, acculturate, and assimilate the wave
of needy immigrants—and then mobilized resources to meet it.
They created the structure of a communal system that has been the
envy of other ethnic and religious communities in America.

For generations of American Jews, being involved with the local
Federation was a form of Jewish communal belonging in tandem

with the aspiration to assimilate. America offered everything:
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As my teacher Sidney Vincent, a revered
Cleveland Federation leader, commented in
the carly cighties, “We focused on saving Jews

and forgot about saving Judaism.

economic opportunity, freedom, the relative absence of antisemi-
tism, security, and success. The Federations committed themselves
to enshrining these features of American Jewish life as eternal.

But over time, it became increasingly clear that something was
missing. By the late 1960s, many Jewish leaders and countercultural
young people were starting to realize that Jewish continuity required
pushing back against assimilation, not embracing it. (“Continuity
requires content,” as Rabbi Daniel Gordis would put it many years
later in these pages.) They turned to the Federations for help because,
through careful planning and administration, Federations by this
time had attracted effective leadership, influence, money, and power.
But as organizations primarily focused on human services, they had
little understanding or appreciation for Jewish education, identity, or
spirituality, and were ill-equipped to cultivate them.

In a thundering and prophetic address at the 1965 General
Assembly, the national gathering of the Federation system, Rabbi
Abraham Joshua Heschel opened with words of praise for the
assembled leaders, then laid them out in lavender, urging them
to move beyond the needs of the old paradigm to include the very
different spiritual and intellectual needs of the new:

Our young people are disturbed at parents who are spiritually
insolvent. They seek direction, affirmation; they reject compla-

cency and empty generosity.
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There is a waiting in many homes, in many hearts for
guidance, instruction, illumination, a waiting, which is often
intense, pressing, nationwide. So many are heartsick at the spir-
itual failure of our community....

... In this emergency we call upon the Federation: Help us!...

We must create a climate of elucidation, of pronouncing our
people’s waiting for meaning, by discovering and teaching the
intellectual relevance of Judaism, by fostering reverence for
learning and the learning of reverence....

We need a revolution in Jewish life.

Heschel foresaw an impending spiritual catastrophe and urged
the Jewish community to change priorities. But it was The Six-Day
War, a year and a half after Heschel’s speech, that triggered a true
paradigm shift from the era of assimilation to an era of identity
and pride.

The twin shocks of existential peril and resounding victory had
an exhilarating effect on global Jewry, especially in assimilationist
America. The community developed a sense of empowerment, and
with it came a craving for even greater belonging, for learning, and
for ever-closer connections to Israel. Most important, it strength-
ened the beating heart of Jewish identity: Jewish pride, a revived
feeling of identification with and affection for the Jewish people. A
common sentiment among many in the wake of the war was “Until
now I was never able to hold my head high as a Jew in America.”
It was a true Great Awakening, a transformation of the heart and
the mind and the soul of American Jewry.

The awakening and the experimentation that followed triggered
the beginning of a serious conversation in many communities high-
lighting the importance of Jewish day schools and serious “informal”
Jewish education, especially Jewish camp and educational travel to
Israel. In spite of all the conversations and some progress, the Fed-
eration system never achieved the hoped-for breakthroughs. They

were unable to translate the sentiment into sustainable substance.
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Only Birthright, which was developed outside the Federation system,
created a true breakthrough, bringing 850,000 young Jews to Israel.
This had a well-researched and measurable impact on their identity
and their connection to the Jewish people and the State of Israel, the
essential prerequisites for any other change. Some Federations slowly
shifted priorities, but 60 years after the first Great Awakening and
Heschel’s speech at the General Assembly, Dan Senor would make
nearly the same recommendations in his “State of World Jewry”
speech at 92NY.

Why did so little change?

As Jonathan Woocher, the late great Brandeis sociologist,
explained in his book on the post-'67 era, Sacred Survival: The Civil
Religion of American Jews, the twin causes of strengthening Israel
and saving vulnerable Jews absorbed most of the Federations’
energy. This undeniably produced inspiring results: freedom for
Soviet Jews, the rescue of Ethiopian Jews, and political and finan-
cial support for Israel through too many wars and crises to count.
These were causes that motivated Jews and enabled Federations to
do what they were best at: relief and rescue, community organizing,
and raising funds. They were less comfortable and less skilled at
understanding the spiritual needs of the Jewish people and the dan-
ger of assimilation, or articulating the need for Jewish education. Tt
was far more difficult to raise funds for Jewish education than for
relief and rescue efforts. Rather than fostering Jewish spiritual and
educational awakening, the awakening of this period was effectively
survivalist and reverted to a sort of stealthy slumber.

But the lesson of Birthright was not only its bold aspiration to
bring every Jew to Israel for free. The center of Birthright’s educational
framework was mifgash, the encounter between young Diaspora Jews
and their Israeli peers. The contrast of their life circumstances—the
former as college students or young professionals and the latter
engaging in life-threatening service to the Jewish people—was
meant to heighten consciousness of Jewish peoplehood and inspire a

greater engagement with it in everyday life. If Jewish communities in
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[f Jewish communities in America had excelled
at raising money for the protection of Jewish
lives abroad, the encounter with on-the-ground
protectors could inspire protection of Jewish

souls all over the world.

America had excelled at raising money for the protection of Jewish
lives abroad, the encounter with on-the-ground protectors could
inspire protection of Jewish souls all over the world. The next step in
sacred survival ought to have been the survival of the sacred.

So here we are, waking up again. The horrors of October 7 and the
subsequent worldwide resurgence of antisemitism have awakened
the world’s two largest Jewish communities to the realization that
they are fundamentally interconnected and interdependent.

The Federation system proved its necessity after October 7, rais-
ing nearly $900 million to help Israel in its direst hour of need. In
part, these numbers demonstrate that people need a simple and
obvious place to donate in a crisis, one that they trust will allocate
their money intelligently in a landscape they know little about.

But there’s more to it than that. As the American Jewish com-
munity has been through much fracturing and debate in recent
years, its hunger for genuine leadership has grown. American
Jews are yearning for vision, purpose, unity, opportunity, and
hope. American Jews today know we face real danger. But we also
face an unprecedented opportunity to lean into our Jewishness
with pride, and to help Israel remain a prosperous and creative
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nation, secure in its own land, while also leading an international
renaissance of Jewish civilization, culture, learning, spirituality,
and caring.

Federations need to help lead that awakening, as the Jewish com-
munal system did for me over a half century ago. The Federation
system and its robust operations are more than simply a proverbial
pushke. They can be the muscle that generates the energy, and now
is the time to apply its lessons from the past. We need to be stir-
ring Jewish motivation in our communities and operating with a
broader sense of Jewish mission. This was and is the core of Jewish
philanthropy and communal service.

Let me offer some suggestions for the key discussions we need
to be having around all of our many Federation leadership and

allocations tables:

* We know that Jewish summer camp can have an extraor-
dinary, lifelong impact on Jewish identity. Many American
Jews already send their kids to overnight camp. What would
it take for them to shift to choosing a Jewish camp?

* Many American Jews are already paying for private schools
for their children. How might we make it significantly easier
and more appealing for more of them to choose Jewish day
school? Day schools consistently produce not only educated
Jews, but the people who will become the next generation of

communal leaders.

* How can Federations facilitate the creation of scholar
ship-granting organizations (SGOs) that will be eligible for
financial support under the recently passed Educational
Choice for Children Act. As Nathan Diament explains in
strategic detail elsewhere in this issue, the new legislation
is a potential game changer for the affordability of Jewish
day schools. The Jewish community must devote substan-
tial resources and infrastructure to making the most of this
unprecedented legislation.
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¢ What would it take to expand opportunities for high-quality
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adult Jewish education? Given the outsize role it can play
in motivating whole families to more engagement in Jew-
ish education and communal life, it seems like a no-brainer
for Jewish Federation attention and investment. If your last
memory of Jewish education was your own reluctant atten-
dance at middle-grade afternoon Hebrew school, you aren’t
likely to encourage your children to take Jewish learning
seriously—nor will you be able to compellingly transmit
a commitment to Jewish ideas, behaviors, and community.
My experience in Boston demonstrates to me that a serious
investment in high-quality adult education can transform

entire families and a community—let’s do that everywhere.

How do we get many more people, Jews and non-Tews alike,
to visit, volunteer, and study in Israel? How do we get more
Israclis to visit Jewish communities in the United States?
Beyond just one-off trips, how do we create more opportuni-
ties for mifgash (connection) between Israelis and American
Jews, in both directions? There has never been a more
important time for people to see what’s happening in Israel
for themselves, both to disprove the many libels now being
spread about the country, and to experience the truly mov-
ing ways that Israelis of all backgrounds have come together
to support one another in a time of crisis. Yes, Israelis are
divided, but theyre also developing countless efforts, large
and small, to bridge divides, build community, and help
vulnerable and suffering Israelis. Israel today offers a model
of heroism and resilience, loyalty and caring, courage and
collective responsibility. Connecting to it will fill more Amer-
ican Jews’ lives with meaning and purpose.

How can we better understand and engage with the many new,
grassroots efforts that have sprung up across the country since
October 7? Jewish parents, civic activists, university alumni,
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authors and culture makers, lawyers, doctors, and more are
banding together to fight antisemitism and build new Jewish
communities. Most have little awareness of the work of Federa-
tions and other legacy organizations. We need to embrace them,
understand the ways that our activities complement one another,
and work alongside one another on behalf of our people.

In short: The demands of the moment, combined with the Fed-
eration system’s renewed sense of confidence, must spill over into
a willingness to innovate, to understand that we need to reorient
toward investments in the fundamentals of Jewish life that foster
a knowledgeable, connected, inspired community.

When Moses asked God’s name at the burning bush, God
responded: “T will be what I will be.” Rabbi Jonathan Sacks inter-
preted God’s answer to be as much about Moses as about God.” T
will be what I will be, but you will determine the outcome.” Only
through Moses’s acceptance of responsibility to turn God’s atten-
tion into salvation could the Jews be taken out of Egypt.

The world around us will be what it will be, and at least as I
write this, there seems to be a good chance that it won’t be a world
that’s very welcoming to Jews, particularly those who live in or love
Israel. But working together, we Jews must find a way to determine
the outcome for ourselves, for the good of our people. The Jewish
future depends not on the size of our bank accounts or our endow-
ments, but on the content of our motivation and the strength of our
relationships—with one another, with Israel and Israelis, and with
the transcendent purpose that has sustained our people through
millennia of challenges. Money alone cannot save us. Meaning,

mission, and deepening our connections to our people might.
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JACK WERTHEIMER

Broadening the Base
of Jewish Giving

Relyving on the largesse of the few
prizes efficiency over community

OR MUCH OF THE 2o0th century,

fundraising for Jewish causes entailed a
considerable measure of social pres-
sure. The rationale was straightforward:
Whereas in the Middle Ages Jewish

community leaders had the authority

to tax their members, today’s Jewish
institutions rely on voluntary contributions. To nudge donors to
do the “right” thing and give generously, various forms of peer
pressure became integral to the philanthropic enterprise. Among
them were “card calling” and other practices requiring donors to
announce their financial pledges in public settings. Many Jews
chafed at these forms of social pressure. But there was ample evi-
dence that people gave more generously when called on by their
peers either in public or private settings.

In the immediate aftermath of October 7, 2023, wealthy donors

in several communities attended events at which variations of card
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calling were enacted, resulting in stunning dollar commitments. For
the most part, though, Jewish giving in recent years has become a
far more private matter. Like their non-Jewish neighbors, Jews have
internalized America’s individualism, which stresses the absolute
right of everyone to set his own priorities free of social pressures.
When coupled with the collapse of discriminatory barriers that
once kept Jews off prestigious boards, the individualistic mindset
prompted many to redirect their giving from what they regarded as
parochial Jewish causes to universal ones.

These shifts have prompted Jewish organizations to rethink how
they raise money. Many now tend to focus on a target population
of wealthy donors rather than appeal to a wide swathe of smaller
givers. A single $50,000 donation can often be raised far more effi-
ciently than 10 $5,000 gifts. Rather than encourage widespread
giving, organizations now opt for cost-effectiveness. The growing
popularity of crowdfunding may reverse some of these trends, but
thus far only the Haredi sector has managed to raise large sums
using this technology, especially when appealing online to aid
specific families requiring emergency support.

In purely monetary terms, the outcome of these changes has
been wildly successful. A study conducted in 2013 estimated all
giving to Jewish causes as running between $4.5 billion and $6.5
billion. My own research on giving at the beginning of the current
decade, a short seven years later, pegs the amount as between $13
billion and $14 billion. (We lack an accounting of the amounts
donated during the trying period since October 7, 2023.)

No doubt the pursuit of big gifts has ensured a healthy bottom
line for a great many Jewish institutions and benefited Jews at
home and abroad.

But the privatization of Jewish giving and the heavy reliance
on wealthy contributors coincide with a precipitous decline in
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the proportion of American Jews who donate to Jewish causes.
Whereas Jewish philanthropy in the 20th century was character-
ized by mass giving, significant sectors of the Jewish population
now abstain from supporting any Jewish cause. The 2020 Pew
study of Jewish Americans found that only 48 percent of Jews
surveyed claimed they had donated to a Jewish cause during the
previous year. This contrasted with findings in national surveys
conducted in earlier decades, which reported rates of giving to
Jewish causes that were between 55 and 60 percent—and figures
were considerably higher during years of emergency funding for
Israel. (Anecdotal evidence suggests that Jews who had never given
or had become lapsed donors also came out of the woodwork after
October 7, but we currently lack data on their numbers.)

So if the percentage of Jews donating has generally gone down,
where are these large sums of dollars coming from?

The conventional answer traces the funding to the emergence
over the past several decades of well-endowed, professionally
staffed foundations incorporating support for Jewish causes in
their missions. But this is not the case. In fact, the large majority
of dollars supporting Jewish institutions do not flow from foun-
dations, nor are they coming from the wealthiest tier of Jews.
Jews of more modest means but consistent commitment have
become the backbone ensuring that the key institutions of Jewish
life—synagogues, schools, cultural centers, human-services orga-
nizations and defense agencies in this country and Israel —have
the resources to function. In the aggregate, donors who contribute
tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars rather than millions pro-
vide the financial lifeblood for Jewish communal life.

Where do the foundations come in? Rather than shore up exist-
ing institutions, they are, primarily, taking chances on new, often
ambitious initiatives. The division of labor between the sustaining
funders and the innovators has made it possible for Jewish com-
munal life to thrive and remain nimble as new challenges arise.

In recent decades, the demographic profile of funders has also
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Rather than encourage widespread giving,

organizations now opt for cost-cffectiveness.

changed. In the past, men over the age of 50 were the primary
funders of Jewish causes. Today, many younger men and women
have the discretionary funds to give generously. To cite one example,
a funder I interviewed noted nonchalantly that in her community,
several men in their 30s and 40s had already “made their first bil-
lion.” Sums of income that would have been inconceivable at that
age a few decades ago are now not extraordinary in some circles. It
is not uncommon for younger people to amass smaller but still sig-
nificant fortunes. In short, the booming stock market and economic
expansion have made it possible for Jewish donors of means and
diverse backgrounds to step up their giving.

The gender distribution of the donor population has also
shifted in this century. Overall, women are more likely to donate
to Jewish causes than men are. And among those with significant
wealth, women play a large role overseeing family funding deci-
sions and in many cases in donating money they earned on their
own. Some women run foundations established by their families
or serve as senior professionals within them.

Other categories of donors also have emerged as noteworthy
contributors. Adults descended from immigrants who fled the
former Soviet Union have enjoyed rapid upward mobility. Though
not necessarily involved in Jewish religious life, they express their
connection to the Jewish people through philanthropic largesse.
A few who achieved great success in Silicon Valley —WhatsApp
founders Eugene Fooksman and Jan Koum, for example—are
very significant contributors to Jewish causes.

Then there are Orthodox Jews who have created a philanthropic
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Why do slightly more than half of American

Jews abstain from supporting Jewish causes?

universe of their own. A vast network of synagogues, educational
institutions running from early childhood into adulthood, and
Gemachs (societies providing free goods and services) serves
Orthodox populations in the United States and Israel. Both tra-
ditional Sephardi Jews and Orthodox Ashkenazi Jews fund these
programs. When asked why they give, Orthodox Jews are likely to
cite specific religious commandments, such as maaser (tithing).
Some immediately set aside a tenth of their earnings every time
their income surges. They also are motivated by the belief that
they are ensuring the Jewish future by nurturing the next genera-
tion of the most engaged Jews.

This sense of shared purpose and destiny is a motivating factor
outside the Orthodox Jewish community as well. Non-Orthodox
donors are more likely to explain their giving as motivated by a
responsibility they feel to aid fellow Jews. Crosstabs from the 2020
Pew study on Jewish Americans show that between 60 and 70 per-
cent of respondents who described caring about Israel and being
part of a Jewish community as essential to their Jewishness contrib-
uted to Jewish causes. And nearly three-quarters of those who stated
that helping Jews in need around the world mattered a great deal to
them were donors. During interviews I conducted with fundraising
professionals at the time of the Covid-19 pandemic and again after
October 7, I repeatedly heard about donors who wrote checks to aid
individuals coping with food insecurity, family dislocation, discrim-
ination, or violence in the U.S. and Israel to overcome their sense of
helplessness in the face of suffering.

The examples just cited are illustrative of donor types that
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have become major players in Jewish philanthropic life. But
there are many other noteworthy categories of givers. The
donor population reflects the broad diversity of the American

Jewish population.

There is, alas, another side to this story: Why do slightly more than
half of American Jews abstain from supporting Jewish causes?

Here, too, the 2020 Pew study offers some revealing infor-
mation. Perhaps the least surprising finding is the correlation
between minimal exposure to Jewish education in childhood
and the unlikeliness of giving to Jewish causes in adulthood. The
more years of enrollment in a Jewish day school, parttime reli-
gious school, or summer camp, the more likely it is that a person
will donate to Jewish causes as an adult—and the converse is
true as well.

The social environment of Jewish adults also plays a promi-
nent role in philanthropic decisions. Only 28 percent of Jews with
a non-Jewish spouse or partner gave to Jewish causes. Friendship
circles also are key variables. Just about three-quarters of Jews
who claim to have hardly any Jewish friends do not give.

Also noteworthy in our hyper-politicized age are the correla-
tions between political identification and Jewish giving. Jews who
self-identify as “very liberal” are the least likely to give to Jewish
causes, while those who claim to be political liberals and con-
servatives were much more likely to make contributions. More
than two-thirds of selfidentified “very conservative” Jews were
donors to Jewish causes, making them the most likely to give.
Left-wing critics of Jewish philanthropy who complain that Jew-
ish communal life is stacked against them should be reminded
that progressives have largely removed themselves from the scene
by abstaining from Jewish giving.

When contemplating the future of Jewish giving, those concerned
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about the vitality of Jewish communal life might draw some conclu-
sions from these trends.

To begin, in light of the strong correlation between exposure to
intensive Jewish education and adult giving, current donors would
do well to ensure that the coming generations will share their com-
mitments. They should invest in the expansion and accessibility of
Jewish education, which is also an investment in future investors
in Jewish life. One way to do that is to give to a broad range of Jew-
ish educational institutions, and to do so with the knowledge that
more formal and informal Jewish education leads to better giving
outcomes. The time has long passed when Jews can be expected to
seek connection to Jewish life based solely on good feelings. Jewish
knowledge and Jewish literacy are vital for building Jewish identity.

Families have an important role to play as educators of their
younger generations, including as future supporters of Jewish
life. The Jewish Future Promise, which has signed over 130,000
families to commit half of their testamentary charitable gifts to
Jewish causes, has it right when it emphasizes the importance of
intergenerational conversations about Jewish giving. Forthright
communication enables older generations to share why being
Jewish is important to them and why they find it meaningful to
support Jewish endeavors. Such conversations are not initially
about money, but values, commitment, and belonging.

Low rates of giving to Jewish causes among Jews who have few
if any co-religionists in their surroundings also ought to stimulate
new thinking about how to reintegrate those who have distanced
themselves. It may be more cost-effective for organizations to focus
on big givers and ignore those who can donate only small sums. But
the casualty of this strategy is a culture of giving among all Jews,
even those of lesser means. Givers in the latter category may one
day have more substantial means. More important, philanthropic
giving is an expression of participation and involvement. By casting
a wide net to reach as many potential donors as possible, Jewish

organizations would communicate that all Jews count.
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Reaching out to the unengaged is not solely the responsibility
of institutions and their leaders. Most Jews know other Jews who
are distant from Jewish life. Including them can make a signif-
icant impact by spurring curiosity among the uninvolved. There
was wisdom in 2o0th-century efforts to embrace the wide swathe
of American Jews through peer relationships; this warrants repli-
cation, not through coercion but invitation.

All must feel welcome in the tent, like Abraham’s. After all, it
was in that tent that Abraham showed such largesse to the visiting

angels, who foretold of his progeny and the Jewish future.

To read and share
this article online,
scan the QR code.
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ANDRES SPOKOINY

Money Can't
Buy You Love

What were spending to fight antisemitism

ECENTLY, my organization, the Jewish
Funders Network, conducted a formal

survey of organizations and funders

involved in the fight against antisemitism.
We examined approximately 160 organiza-

tions that claim to combat antisemitism
and interviewed leading funders of the field.

One of the things we attempted to determine was the aggregate
amount of philanthropic funding in this space and, no less critically,
whether it was having a real impact. So what have we found, and how
can we learn and continue to adapt to be effective in this fight?

One thing we learned is that the battlefield has blurred boundar-
ies. If a local JCC claims that its nonsectarian program is effective

in promoting positive feelings toward Jews in its town, should we
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count the JCC as an organization fighting antisemitism? If a Jewish
news outlet is a reliable source of information about Israel
that may counterbalance the demonization so prevalent in the
mainstream media, should we consider it in the same category as the
Anti-Defamation League? In the absence of a shared, precise defi-
nition of what it means for philanthropy to combat antisemitism,
any data includes a certain degree of arbitrariness. Our count of 160
organizations could be an overcount or an undercount. More import-
ant, a shared definition could help us develop realistic expectations
about the impact that philanthropic work can have.

It’s also difficult to estimate how much of an organization’s
budget is dedicated to fighting antisemitism, when many are
working on multiple facets of Jewish life. Take, for example, the
Isracli-American Council, an organization that serves Israeli
Americans with social, educational, and communal activities,
but that has a strong public-advocacy component that includes
fighting antisemitism. What percentage of its budget should be
estimated as fighting antisemitism? Even the ADL, which boasts a
$134 million budget, also does nonsectarian work. Looking at full
budgets or relying on the organizations’ own estimates may result
in significant inaccuracies.

Our survey found that the field has a strong, small core made of a
handful of organizations (including the ADL, the American Jewish
Committee, and Robert Kraft’s Foundation to Combat Antisem-
itism) that, with a combined budget of roughly $250 million
in 2024, represents approximately 40 percent of the community’s
expenditure in this fight. Beyond that core, there is a highly frag-
mented field composed of relatively small organizations that
operate independently. The median budget of the organizations we
reviewed is approximately $2 million, and the median expenditure
in a given program to fight antisemitism is $1.2 million.

Based on the data and a series of judgment calls, we estimated
that the Jewish community currently spends approximately $600
million a year fighting antisemitism. While we didn’t track spending
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over time, we estimate that this likely represents a 20 to 30 percent
increase from 2022 and a 150 percent increase over what the commu-
nity spent a decade ago. More than half of the smaller organizations
in the field didn’t exist five years ago.

And here is where the hard questions start.

On a superficial level, our data validate many of the questions
(and complaints) that funders have been raising about the fight.
But given how critical it is to Jewish life now, we must examine
these common refrains to be sure that funders are asking the
right questions.

Refrain No. 1: “Too much/too little money is going into
the fight against antisemitism.”

Data can, in fact, validate both positions. Considering the invest-
ment that nefarious actors put into shaping public opinion (Qatar is
estimated to spend more than $1 billion a year on Al Jazeera alone),
Jewish spending on narrative-shaping seems a pittance, and real
results demand concomitant investments.

But there is an inherent bias in the community of philanthro-
pists: that money can solve social problems. This is not so. Some
problems can’t be solved by philanthropy—and others probably
can’t be solved at all. So why are we spending so much?

Asking the question in a way that focuses only on dollars is
not ultimately useful. What we should be asking is, Given the cir-
cumstances, in which areas and sub-areas of the anti-antisemitism
battlefield can money make a difference? For example, our survey
revealed the importance of distinguishing more clearly between
fighting the root causes of antisemitism by changing hearts and
minds, and dealing with the consequences of antisemitism by
defending Jewish interests and providing physical security for Jews.
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Based on the data and a series of judgment
calls, we estimated that the Jewish community
currently spends approximately $600 million a

year fighting antisemitism.

The former is a complex problem in which success will always be
partial and inconclusive, and there’s likely little linear relationship
between the money spent and the results. In the latter, which is a
more measurable, technical challenge, we see a clearer connection
between expense and results. In the area of security, for example,
there’s a linear relationship between dollars and buildings we can
“harden.” In the field of legal defense, there’s a direct correlation
between the money we invest and the lawsuits that can be brought
forward. In fields such as social media, however, we often lack a clear
understanding of the correlation between investment and results.
One could argue that until we can match Qatari-level spending,
we're throwing good money after bad into social media. We should,
at the very least, ask how to invest in social media more wisely

in the meantime.

Refrain No. 2: “We are failing.”

Many funders feel that we are failing to mitigate, let alone defeat,
this scourge.

The frustration is understandable and perhaps justified, but
what our study illustrated is that parameters of success are often
poorly defined. One goal that several organizations cite in some
form is eliminating antisemitism, which is neither realistic nor
something that can be measured in the short term. To provide
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more clarity about what success could look like, we created a tax-
onomy that divides the field into 11 areas (e.g., campus, media), 61
subfields (e.g., student activism, faculty education), and over 200
types of programs (e.g., trips, advocacy initiatives, visiting schol-
ars, litigation, curriculum development).

Each of them requires specific key performance indicators
and measurements, and the sheer variety of them is enough to
challenge organizations as well as funders. Many organizations
have made significant progress in defining their goals more real-
istically, establishing clear measures of success, and evaluating
the effectiveness of their programs. Funders played a leading role
in encouraging practitioners to be more precise in this work. For
most nonprofits, counting outputs (e.g., the number of views on
social media) may be easy, but assessing their impact is more
difficult. Even with the caveat that many things aren’t measurable,
organizations need help to determine clear, realistic, and achiev-
able goals for every strategy per subsector.

As with all investments, time is a key dimension. Because we
feel the pain of antisemitism and have rightfully developed a
sense of urgency, many funders and practitioners expect rapid
results. Alas, cultural change may take years, if not decades, as
it has for our enemies, and funders and nonprofits alike often
lack patience.

Instead of concluding that we are failing, funders and organiza-
tions should be asking, What, exactly, are we trying to achieve, and
what is a reasonable timeline to expect results?

Refrain No. 3: “There are too many organizations in the field.”

I have joined the chorus of those complaining that there’s too
much duplication in the fight. But I have also participated in
many meetings that begin with someone saying “There are too
many organizations” and end with someone saying “We need
to create a new organization that does X.” While there may be

134 SAPIR | VOLUME NINETEEN



overcrowding— and no doubt wasted resources because of redun-
dancy—there are also gaps. As with counting dollars, perhaps
counting organizations is not the only (or most useful) measure
to consider.

Nonprofit ecosystems vary. In some cases, a multiplicity of
organizations is beneficial to tackle hyper-local challenges and to
motivate and engage different types of volunteers and activists. In
others, “natural monopolies” are better suited to obtain results.
The real question is not whether we have too many or too few
organizations, but how effectively the ecosystem works together,
both through collaboration and efficiency creation.

Instead of expressing certainty about the crowded field, better to
ask, Is the ecosystem healthy and functional?

The problem might not be that there are too many organiza-
tions in a given subfield, but that they create their own inadequate
infrastructure. Some conduct separate opinion polls and message
tests, while others develop duplicative AT tools. While mergers and
acquisitions very well might eliminate some inefficiencies, what we
truly need is to define a coherent ecosystem, regardless of the num-
ber of organizations that exist. This involves, for starters, investing
in shared infrastructure and common utilities.

Refrain No. 4: “Various areas of the fight against antisemitism
are under- or overfunded.”

This refrain contains every possible meaning under the sun. There
is a plethora of funding directed toward addressing antisemitism on
social media, but not enough attention has been focused on other
arenas in which antisemitism has grown. I have often noted, for
example, that K-12 education is an area that needs more funding to
address the problems of antisemitism, from anti-Israclism in ethnic
studies, to teachers’ unions, to graduate schools of education. Yet
before determining that it is underfunded, we must acknowledge
the vastness of the field and understand what type and degree of
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The real question is not whether we have
too many or too few organizations, but how
cffectively the ecosystem works together, both

through collaboration and efhiciency creation.

intervention is necessary. Surely the problems in elementary school
require different solutions than those in high schools.

Bridging the technology and education spaces, there are many
reasons why we should be taking a closer look at large language mod-
els (LLMs) such as ChatGPT, which are playing a growing role in
research and learning. But we should do so deliberately. First, we
need to understand the scale of the problem that we face in LLMs.
What are the levers of change and influence open to philanthropy,
and what level and kind of investment do they require? LLMs draw
from “open source” information, particularly sources such as Reddit
and Wikipedia, which have shown consistent bias against Israel and
Jews. Hostile actors, such as Al Jazeera, put out an enormous amount
of content—considered trustworthy by LLMs—as open source,
while much of our high-quality content is hidden behind paywalls or
memberships. How much does philanthropy need to spend in order
to “flood the internet” with open-source content?

The pursuit of allyship is one in which this question of rightsizing
funding is acute. When many of our historical allies in other com-
munities deserted us or worse after October 7, reasonable people
made opposing arguments about what this apparent failure means.
Some have argued that the money we spent on building bridges
(taking non-Jews to Israel, for example) was wasted. Others argue,
however, that we failed because we didn’t invest nearly enough time
and energy developing deep, mutual alliances.
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The replacement question here is, Where is our attention and our

funding best spent?

Our mindset needs to evolve. We need more clarity about where
money can make a difference and where it can’t. We need to chal-
lenge preconceived notions about the fight against antisemitism
and the battlefield upon which it is fought. And we need a realistic
theory of change for philanthropy in this area. In many cases, we
need painful reality checks.

We can’t expect our money to stop antisemitism. But we can
expect it to make Jews and Jewish spaces safer. We can expect it to
help identify, understand, and educate about current manifestations
of antisemitism. We can expect it to provide authentic and proud
Jewish voices and knowledge about Jews, for Jews and Gentiles alike.
Perhaps, as Jews have done many times in our history, we can offer
an alternative vision of genuine pluralism and tolerance—an image
of the world as it ought to be.

In the most immediate term, there are specific actions that
funders can take to make sure that our dollars achieve a better
return on investment. Here are some ideas:

* There are demonstrable funding gaps in several areas of
concern: legal defense and lawfare, K-12 education, and
various online spaces. These are areas of the battlefield
where philanthropy can certainly make a difference.

* To minimize duplication and encourage efficiency, the
Jewish community needs to create platforms and forums
that allow smaller nonprofits to share infrastructure, util-
ities, and resources. From sharing market research and
impact reports to circulating best practices and utilizing
new technologies, funders can support structures that “lift
all boats.” While messaging may need to be decentral-
ized, support structures must be optimized. Even simply
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creating working groups of fellow travelers in different sub-

sectors would help.

The relationship between philanthropy and politics is
tricky, but smart funders learn how to harmonize their c3
(nonprofit) and c4 (political/advocacy) work and spending.
While our community has flexed its political muscle in
national elections, there are significant challenges in the
local arena where our investment is minimal. This is a

battlefield where we could win if we showed up.

Our allyship assumptions and strategies need to be reeval-
uated before we can assess their funding needs. We've been
guided by inertia in focusing on some communities while
disregarding others, such as Hindu Americans, or non-Jews
who wield particular types of cultural power. A conversa-
tion about the best use of resources in that area is overdue.

Open communication among funders and between funders
and practitioners is critical, and the field needs to get better
at it. For example, both nonprofits and funders complain
about the prevalence of short-termism in the field, and they
both think that it’s “the other” who expects it. Funders
complain that nonprofits “inflate” their results, and non-
profits assume that their donors expect spectacular results
and penalize nonprofits for not achieving them. Improved
communication can clear these perceptions and help align
expectations on goals and parameters of success. Funders
can improve their return on investment by being clear
about the angles of the problem they are trying to tackle.
The maxim “If you grasped too much, you grasped nothing;
if you grasped a little, you have grasped something” can be
a helpful guide.
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The fight against antisemitism presents a paradox: It demands
great resources, and at the same time, money has only a limited
effect. That makes the need to spend wisely even more acute.

We need a strategic, financial, and structural audit. What we
can do is encourage people to view the field with a broader lens,
challenge their assumptions, and establish mechanisms for com-
munication and networking among funders and leaders. Funders
must double down on demanding clear goals and measurements,
and they must hold themselves accountable for enforcing them. It’s
good to remember that in philanthropy, effectiveness and excel-
lence are always selfimposed. Critically, an ever-evolving threat
demands that we continually reassess our approach and adapt to
the mutations of the scourge.

Because the key question is not how much we spend, but how. x

this article online,
scan the QR code.
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Showing Up as Jews
for the Benefit of All

A conversation with Lynn and
Stacy Schusterman

HARLES AND LYNN Schusterman
Family Philanthropies has been at the
forefront of Jewish giving for more than
three decades. Sapir’s Ariella Saperstein
interviewed founder Lynn Schusterman

and her daughter, Stacy, who now chairs
thetr giving, about how they balance their
commitment to Jewish as well as secular causes at a time when both

feel increasingly urgent.

ARIELLA SAPERSTEIN: Lynn, you set up your foundation nearly
40 years ago. What were your primary concerns and motivations

at that time? Were you thinking about legacy?

LYNN SCHUSTERMAN: My late husband, Charlie, and T were both
raised in homes in which giving back was a core value. I can still
hear my father reminding me, “Each of us is worth only what we
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are willing to give to others.” This was a value Charlie and I shared,
so much so that our second date was at an event to raise money for
the United Jewish Appeal.

When we started our foundation in 1987, Charlie had been
diagnosed with chronic myelogenous leukemia. We knew his time
would be limited, and we wanted to give together while he was
still alive—not just in his memory. From the start, our giving
was rooted in our Jewish values of zzedek (pursuing justice), tikkun
olam (repairing the world), and derekh eretz (treating all people
with dignity and respect).

We wanted to leave a legacy of real impact. We drew our inspi-
ration from the Talmudic story of Honi the Circlemaker, who said,
“Just as my parents planted for me, so I will plant for my children.”
Our guiding philosophy has always been to work today so that our
children and grandchildren might inherit a better world.

In many ways, our concerns and motivations were no different
than they are today: to assure a strong, vibrant future for the Jew-
ish people, for Israel, and for our hometown of Tulsa, Oklahoma.
Some of our first investments — helping to establish the American
Israel Education Foundation (the educational arm of ATPAC), sup-
porting Hillels around the world, addressing child abuse through
the Parent-Child Center in Tulsa—remain our grantees today.

We knew that giving effectively would require us to bring the
same focus, due diligence, and risk-taking to our philanthropy
that Charlie brought to the energy business. For the first decade or
so, we experimented. We made various kinds of grants, both small
and large, strengthening existing organizations and establishing
new ones. We pursued excellence every step of the way by striving
to be the best possible partner to our grantees and focusing on
areas where we believed we could make an impact.

ARIELLA: How did you think about balancing giving to Jewish as
well as non-Jewish causes? Has your thinking evolved since then as
other generations have become involved?
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LYNN: In the early days, we relied on a 75/25 rule, directing 75
percent of our giving to Jewish and Tsraeli causes and 25 percent
to secular efforts to improve the quality of life in Oklahoma. The
framework helped us focus and prioritize among many important
needs and interests. When Stacy got involved with the foundation,
we expanded the public-education work we had started in Tulsa into
our first national secular grants portfolio. That was the first of several
new secular portfolios, which now include criminaljustice reform,
democracy and voting rights, and gender and reproductive equity.

STACY SCHUSTERMAN: When I became chairwoman in 2018, we
wanted to be part of a broader effort to address barriers in the United
States that prevent individuals and communities from realizing their
true potential. T see a quality education, economic and reproductive
freedom, government representation, and ending mass incarceration
as key to addressing those barriers and to creating pathways to better
jobs, a strong economy, and a healthy democracy.

The 75/25 rule no longer holds, but we remain committed to our
“both/and” approach. We don’t see our giving as a zero-sum game.
Rather than making tradeofts, we expanded our philanthropy overall,
doing more Jewish and TIsraeli giving, and more secular giving as well.

Everything we do, though, stems from our Jewish values. We
feel a responsibility to show up as Jews to do what we can to ben-
efit all people. This matters for Jews, too—the healthier our
societies, the more Jews will thrive. This is the beauty of Jewish
philanthropy: To give Jewishly is to give with our own people and
also with other communities in mind.

LYNN: These values are so deeply ingrained in our family. Growing
up, I watched both of my parents consistently go out of their way
for others. One of my fondest memories is of holding my father’s
hand as he visited elderly people who had no one else to care for
them. This was compassion in action, a duty imparted by Jewish
tradition to treat all people with dignity.
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These responsibilities are a profound gift that Judaism gives us.
So much of our work is to enable every young Jew to discover and
relish in the joy of Jewish life and the sacred task we all share to
care for the most vulnerable, to heal what is broken.

ARIELLA: Some argue that more of Jewish philanthropy should be
going directly to Jewish causes because no one else will fund them,
while many others will fund education or the arts. What is your
response to such arguments?

sTAacY: We believe in doing both. We're fortunate to be able to give
in both the Jewish and secular arenas and will continue to do so.
The tension we hold between our universal and particular callings
is a feature of Jewish peoplehood, not a bug. The roles we must
play for our own people and for the world around us are interwo-
ven. To separate one of the strands would be to unravel something
sacred. It’s why we invest in strengthening the Jewish people and
Israel, as well as building societies that are more just and inclu-
sive. Both are part of our calling as Jews. Indeed, Rabbi Hillel’s
thought would not be complete without both questions: “If T am
not for myself, who is for me? If T am only for myself, what am I?”

ARIELLA: You've been involved philanthropically with many
different arecas—including some that have appeared to be in
conflict after October 7. Lamentably, so much of the social justice
sector has adopted an anti-Zionist worldview, and the ideologi-
cal underpinnings of much of that work in America today puts it
into direct conflict with Zionism. How have you responded to the
anti-Zionism and antisemitism of the sectors in which you are so
heavily invested?

sTACY: It has been extremely painful to see how deeply entrenched
antisemitism and anti-Zionism have become in vital sectors of

American society. We knew it was there, but October 7 and its
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aftermath have been eye-opening in terms of how deep it runs.
We believe that Jews have a rightful seat at the table serving jus-
tice causes. Since October 7, we have focused on being as clear as
possible with our grantees about who we are and what we stand for,
as reflected in our philanthropic mission. This has meant being clear
with our secular partners about our Jewish and Israel work, and being
clear with our Jewish and Israel partners about our secular work.
We strive to stay in relationship with our grantees and to fos-
ter open, respectful conversation when tensions do arise. In many
cases, these conversations lead to deeper understanding. While we
don’t expect our grantees to hold the same perspectives as we do on
every issue, we also don’t support any organization in any area of our

grantmaking that is actively working in opposition to our mission.

ARIELLA: How do you respond to critics who say that a small num-
ber of wealthy Jewish foundations—yours included —hold outsize
influence over the priorities of the Jewish communal agenda? What's
your philosophy about wielding power through philanthropy?

LYNN: I always say that while we, as funders, help make it possi-
ble, our grantees make it happen. We are successful as funders if our
grantees are successful, but we are not on the front lines the way they
are. Our role is to provide resources and support for our grantees as
they lead the charge toward our shared goals. We are partners.
Power dynamics are inherent in many interactions between
funders and grantees, but our approach is to trust our grantees
to be the experts in their fields, and to give them as much flex-
ibility and runway to do their work as possible. So, for example,
we prioritize multiyear general operating support, which enables
organizations to think long-term and use our capital in the most
effective and strategic ways possible. We also seek to learn from
others in the field —including funders and policymakers—and to
find areas where we can work collaboratively toward shared goals.
The bottom line is that all funders invest according to their mission
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and values. Our aim is to be a reliable and trustworthy partner, to be
responsive to the expressed needs of the organizations and fields we
support, and ultimately, to make a positive case for our work in a way

that inspires other funders of all sizes to join us and do the same.

ARIELLA: How ought we balance the desire to keep the Jewish com-
munity diverse in terms of political and religious opinions with the
realism that we also need to hold together as a community?

sTACY: “How big is our tent?” is a question as old as our people.
The Jewish people are incredibly diverse, and we believe that the
more inclusive we can be, the better. We work actively to create
space for people who are open to learning from people who are
different from themselves, who want to wrestle together with the
big issues of our time.

Our focus has been less on defining who is in or out of the tent
than on ways to engage the broad swathe of Jews who are able
to hold nuanced perspectives and who are open-minded, curious,
and willing to learn. We think this has the dual benefit of help-
ing more people feel part of the Jewish community while moving
past the extremes on both sides. We like the advice scholar Mijal
Bitton shared at Hillel International’s centennial celebration: We
need to have very clear principles and values while also being rad-
ically welcoming.

ARIELLA: Have you ever regretted a philanthropic decision? What
did you learn? What has influenced your decisions to halt certain

philanthropic initiatives?

STACY: As funders, we have an obligation to continually assess
whether our work is truly serving the goals we’ve set out to advance.
That means being willing to evolve along with the fields we sup-
port and, at times, making the difficult choice to step back from
initiatives we care about deeply.
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In 2024, we chose to move away from operating our own U.S-
based programs, including our REALITY Israel travel program and
our Schusterman Fellowship program. We recently made the same
decision in Israel and will sunset ROI Community in 2026. These
programs were hugely impactful from our perspective and essential
for supporting efforts to expand Israel travel, leadership development,
and Jewish engagement.

But after 20 years of operating programs, we determined that
the fields we support through our Jewish and Israel grantmaking
had evolved to a place where we could best serve our shared goals
through funding, not operating. It was hard to let go of initiatives
we valued, but we felt strongly that this shift was in the long-term
best interest of the work.

ARIELLA: What is one overlooked opportunity or “moonshot” idea

you wish more Jewish philanthropists would fund?

sTACY: One overlooked opportunity is investing in the field of
Israel studies on U.S. college campuses. Countries such as Qatar
are investing enormous sums in U.S. higher education to inform
how future generations think and lead. The Jewish community can
do much more to strategically and dramatically expand academic
programs in Israel studies. Strengthening Israel studies is essential
if we want to ensure that tomorrow’s leaders encounter rigorous
scholarship, nuanced perspectives, and opportunities for mean-
ingful engagement with Israel and the broader Middle East region.
While we may not be able to invest at the same level as state actors,
we can do the work to understand and double down on what’s
effective in the academic arena. This is a critical investment in
shaping the thinking of future policymakers and decision-makers,
as well as healthy discourse, for the medium and long term.

ARIELLA: What would you advise new Jewish funders looking to
expand their philanthropy while also focusing it?
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LYNN AND STACY: Two recommendations come to mind: Give
strategically with intention, and don’t do it alone.

Participating in funding collaboratives and other shared-giving
ventures is one of the most effective ways to learn about different
philanthropic approaches. You get to see up close what works and to
team up with a builtin set of peers who can think with you as you
expand your grantmaking. We've done this through initiatives such
as Blue Meridian Partners and the Jewish Community Relief and
Impact Fund, both learning from and sharing with our partners.

We also cannot stress enough how important it is to take the time
to reflect on your values and the causes that matter most to you.
Think about your passions. Determine your comparative advantage
as a funder—maybe it’s your style of giving, your willingness to take
risks, your commitment to tradition, or your willingness to fund the
nuts and bolts of the sector. Identify the area and philosophy that
will guide your giving, and from there, lay out a strategy, identify a
few anchor grantees you can really get behind, and commit to the
vision. Most important: Just get going. Give, and give generously. We
have no time to lose.

We believe that the entire field of Tewish philanthropy benefits when
funders approach their work with humility—we don’t have all the
answers; with optimism—change starts with believing in what’s possi-
ble; and with a spirit of collaboration—we are in this together, striving
toward a more just, inclusive, vibrant and peaceful future for all.
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PHILLIP I. LIEBERMAN

Jewish Masterpiece:
Laws of Gifts to the Poor

On Maimonides’s hierarchy of
charitable giving

ROUND 1177, while Maimonides was
rising in prominence as head of the
Egyptian Jewish community in Cairo, his
brother David perished in the Red Sea
on a merchant voyage for the family busi-
ness in the India trade. Paralyzed with

grief, Maimonides was left with a widow
and his brother’s young daughter in his care. As Joel Kraemer writes
in his biography of the great scholar, “Maimonides came to real-
ize that we cannot avoid ‘the sea of chance’—sudden death and
loss— by prayer and good works; rather, we must live a life of reason
in accordance with nature, avoiding risks that may bring enrich-
ment but expose us to the chance of poverty and loss as well.” The
Great Eagle did pick himself up from this fall, throwing himself
into the practice of medicine and serving as physician to Saladin.
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Reading Maimonides’s Laws of Gifts to the Poor, published
several years after the calamity as part of what he calls “my
great composition” —his compendium of Jewish law known as
the Mishneh Torah—one can’t help but wonder whether this
devastating incident may have shaped Maimonides’s views on
prioritizing charity. In his own words:

There are eight levels in charity, each level surpassing the other.
The highest level beyond which there is none is a person who
supports a Jew who has fallen into poverty [by] giving him a
present or a loan, entering into partnership with him, or find-
ing him work so that his hand will be fortified so that he will
not have to ask others [for alms]. Concerning this [Leviticus
25:35] states: “You shall support him, the stranger, the resident,
and he shall live among you.” Implied is that you should sup-
port him before he falls and becomes needy. (Mishneh Torah,
Laws of Gifts to the Poor 10:7)

This highest level of charity is often caricatured as “give a
man a fish, you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, and you
feed him for life.” While this maxim captures part of Maimon-
ides’s sentiment, it misses the boldness and nuance of his theory
of charity as both an economic and social intervention on the
part of the giver.

Scholars distinguish the structurally poor—those born into
economic hardship, who have great trouble getting out of it — from
the conjuncturally poor—those who fall into economic hardship
because of an unplanned event or unfortunate circumstance.

While Maimonides’s cight-level hierarchy addresses both
groups, the top spot is devoted not to one who was born into
poverty, structurally, but to one who has “fallen into poverty,”
conjuncturally.

Why? Given that much of his Laws of Gifts to the Poor is
devoted to the inalienable rights of al// poor people, his granting
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top dollar in the hierarchy to one who was not always poor is

peculiar, to say the least.

Beyond his own brush with conjunctural catastrophe, there is a hint
in the historical record as to why Maimonides would have placed
such importance on restoring someone to his previous economic
station, and at the top of his charitable priorities. As my teacher
Mark R. Cohen discovered and then discussed in his book Poverty
and Charity in the Jewish Community of Medieval Egypt, the Cairo
Geniza contains many documents that identify certain individuals
as “one of the givers and not one of the takers.” What does this indi-
cate about the charitable economic order of medieval Jewish Cairo,
the community that Maimonides himself led? If nothing else, this
was a community of “givers” and “takers.” And Maimonides wanted
to make sure there would always be enough givers.

While he would, years later, declare in his Guide to the Perplexed
the importance of Laws of Gifts to the Poor because “they foster
compassion for the helpless and disadvantaged and aid the poor
in many ways,” he saw no virtue in being one of the poor, and even
less in expanding their number. “A person should always construct
himself and bear hardship rather than appeal to people at large
and make himself a burden on the community,” he wrote toward
the end of Laws of Gifts to the Poor.

Interpreted through this lens, one can understand why restoring
the conjuncturally poor to their previous economic station might
take priority over other charitable acts. And this act of restoration
wasn't exactly simple, easy, or without risk. Notice that Maimon-
ides offers two avenues for this restoration: a loan or a business
partnership. Business partnerships were, in Maimonides’s time as
in our own, not entered into lightly, nor was finding employment
as simple as teaching a man to fish (as if that itself were easy!). In
medieval Egypt, business partnerships were extensions of personal
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[f nothing clse, this was a community of ‘givers’
and ‘takers.” And Maimonides wanted to make

sure there would always be enough givers.

relationships, honed over long periods and only the result of great
trust. Business partners often worked at a distance of several thou-
sand miles from each other, as when Maimonides collaborated
with the Ibn al-Amshati family in the India trade from his home in
Egypt. The idea that one might take a fallen comrade under one’s
wing is premised on a preexisting relationship, or the willingness
to take a chance on someone else. It is here, then, that we find the
real force of Maimonides’s statement: He saw society as a network
of concentric circles that included the well-to-do, the conjunctur-
ally poor, the structurally poor, and everyone in between. And the
network itself was a mechanism for identifying and fulfilling one’s
charitable obligations.

The Hebrew word tzedakah is often translated as “charity,” but
in this context it more accurately points to “charitability.” That
Maimonides saw the use of social and economic networks as a
way to fulfill the obligations of tzedakah meant that there was
potential charitability built into the structure of these networks.
This Maimonidean model of charitability networks reveals itself
elsewhere in the Laws of Gifts to the Poor, for example, when Mai-

monides says:

A poor person who is one’s relative receives priority over all oth-
ers. The poor of one’s houschold receive priority over the poor
of one’s city. And the poor of one’s city receive priority over the
poor of another city, as [implied by Deuteronomy 15:11]: “[You

shall surely open your hand to] your brother, the poor, and the
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destitute in your land.” (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Gifts to the
Poor 7:3)

Philosophers would one day refer to this as the ethical “prin-
ciple of proximity,” which holds the needs of people close to a
person as weightier than the needs of a person far away. David
Hume addresses this obligation in his Treatise of Human Nature,
from 1739, in which he explains that our sympathetic feelings
are often stronger for those with whom we are close— physically
and emotionally. But understood as part of Maimonides’s model,
these priorities emerge from their place in the network, not simply
physical proximity.

What emerges from Maimonides’s model of charitable networks
is less the principle of proximity and more the principle of pres-
ervation or maintenance: the value of securing the community of
givers who would also protect the takers downstream.

For Maimonides, the requirement to lift one who has fallen
meant restoring the economic order such that the population of
the structurally poor, those who “have to ask others [for alms],” did
not grow. I remember serving at a homeless shelter and meeting
a resident there who, like me, had worked on a stock exchange.
Meeting him taught me that however much we might believe that
our place in the world is secure, all are subject to the winds of cir-
cumstance. In 20th-century New York, he got the same treatment
as everyone else. Yet in 12th-century Egypt, Maimonides might
have suggested otherwise. A social ethos dedicated to communal
protection, ensuring that people do not fall into need in the first
place, may be the best way of ensuring the economic health of
society. “Put your own mask on first,” as they say.

The principle of preservation may be surprising to our ears, con-
ditioned by capitalism, because taken to its logical conclusion, it
might encourage us to give to those whom we might not even think
are needy in the first place. Few of us (including the IRS) would
consider it charity to donate to Elon Musk if Tesla stock took a
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dive, yet it could nonetheless be defined as the very sort of conjunc-
tural event that Maimonides had in mind. By embedding this ethos
of the status quo ante into his charitable hierarchy, Maimonides
codified a system of social and economic support that could allow
members of the community to take reasonable economic risks,
knowing that if they failed they might be restored to their previous
station as a matter of communal welfare. The economic health of a
society depends as much, and perhaps more, on ensuring the gener-
ation of wealth as on its distribution.

But the distribution, too, was important to Maimonides. Look-
ing one level down in his hierarchy, Maimonides stated, “A person
should not give to a charity fund unless he knows that the person
managing it is faithful, wise, and capable of administering it in a
proper manner as Rabbi Chananya ben Tradyon was” (Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Gifts to the Poor 10:8).

If securing the community of givers addresses the supply side of
charity, Maimonides, in his concern with the “faithful, wise, and
capable” distribution, addresses the demand side. Together they
amount to preserving the charitable economic order.

One might ask: Why see the “givers” and “takers” as fixed mem-
bers of their respective classes? Couldn’t a “taker” one day rise to
be a “giver”?

The historical truth is that upward economic mobility was not,
in Maimonides’s time and place, a celebrated value, as it is in, say,
today’s United States. Unlike manifestos that envision a world free
from economic hardship, Laws of Gifts to the Poor is concerned not
with how to end poverty for good, or even how to move those born
into it out of it, but with how to treat the poor with compassion and
urgency as one would fulfill any of the Torah’s commandments. In
holding this view, Maimonides was taking a page straight from the
Torah, which states, “For there will never cease to be needy ones
in your land, which is why T command you: open your hand to the
poor and needy kin in your land” (Deuteronomy 15:11).

In the ancient time of the Torah, and the Middle Ages of
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Networking on behalf of a friend who is
looking for a job hardly feels like charitable
giving in the same way that writing a check to
a nonprofit to feed hungry people might, but
the Great Eagle is explicit that the former far

outstrips the latter.

Maimonides, every person held a socioeconomic station, and it was
the responsibility of the community to help him maintain that sta-
tion. If he was structurally poor, he was to be granted gifts. If he
was conjuncturally poor, he was to be granted loans or business
partnerships to help restore him to his previous station.

Given the many differences between his world and our own, how
might we apply Maimonides’s hierarchy, specifically his prioritiza-
tion of givers, to our own time and place?

Donating to well-managed charity funds might, of course, be
the low-hanging fruit, but that doesn’t guarantee fulfillment of
Maimonides’s top priority of helping to restore someone to her
prior economic station. In our economy, someone who has fallen
from her station might also not be in a position to bring capital
to a partnership, and taking her on as an employee might be a
charitable act beyond our financial means. Yet Maimonides might
seem prescient in explaining that the highest form of charitable
giving includes helping someone else to find work. Networking
on behalf of a friend who is looking for a job hardly feels like
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charitable giving in the same way that writing a check to a non-
profit to feed hungry people might, but the Great Eagle is explicit
that the former far outstrips the latter. In today’s day and age,
this is how the network can be mobilized for the greatest char-
itable effect. And it is not without cost. When a friend has lost
a job, recommending her to a work colleague or a headhunter
could cost some professional capital — perhaps the new job won’t
be a fit, or the friend won’t excel in the new position. But much
like the business partnership of Maimonides’s time, it could
also pay dividends. The charitability inheres in the uncertainty,
and according to a study of 1.1 million referrals by ERIN, an
employee-referral platform in Pittsburgh, personal referrals make
high-quality candidates.

The concentric circles of people many of us can help is also
much larger than it was in Maimonides’s time. Platforms such as
LinkedIn have connected people to an ever-expanding universe
of concentric circles. Recent research has also shown that when it
comes to job searching, weak ties can be more effective than strong
ties particularly because strong ties tend to keep people within the
same circles they’ve always traveled. Maimonides’s admonishment
encourages us to think seriously about how we might help those
close to us make their next professional move and ultimately for
them to be restored to the class of “givers and not takers.”

And if modern circumstances call for a new application of
Maimonides’s highest level, they might call for an update of them
as well. For example, in our own time, when upward social and
economic mobility is a more realistic aspiration for more people,
donating to organizations that teach professional skills or finan-
cial literacy might increase access to dignified work, which might
one day result in the expansion of the community of givers.

Ultimately, this talk of application comes down to how we
conceive of and define tzedakah in the first place. Is it charity?
Charitability? Righteousness? While many tax-exempt nonprofits
do exactly the sort of work that Maimonides envisioned to help the
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financially disadvantaged, many others support projects higher up
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs than the basics of food and security.
They support programming in the arts, culture, and public diplo-
macy. Do such initiatives not fall under the category of tzedakah?
Or are they perhaps different manifestations of tzedakah that don’t
fall under the category of “gifts to the poor”?

These are worthwhile questions to ask, but there was a reason
Maimonides titled this section of his epic Mishneh Torah the
Laws of Gifts to the Poor: because it focuses on the economic order
and the roles that givers and takers of gifts to the poor play in
upholding and protecting that order.

Notably, Maimonides concludes his Laws of Gifts to the Poor
describing the reciprocal obligations of the poor toward them-
selves, on the one hand, and toward the givers on the other.

Any person who does not need to take [charity] and deceives the
people and takes will ultimately reach old age and die needing
assistance from people at large. He is among those of whom it is
said [Jeremiah 17:5]: “Cursed be a person who trusts in mortals.”

[Conversely,] anyone who needs to take [charity] and can-
not exist without taking, e.g., an elderly man, sick, or beset by
afflictions, but is proud and does not do so, is considered as a
murderer. He is liable for his soul and all that he has earned
through his hardship is sin and guilt. But anyone who needs
to take [charity], and nonetheless causes himself affliction and
temporarily constrains himself and lives a life of difficulty so
that he will not overburden the community, will not reach old
age and will die before he provides sustenance for others from
his own means. Concerning such a person and those like him, it

is stated [Jeremiah :7]: “Blessed be a person who trusts in God.”

What this passage calls for is a charitable economic order,
premised on distributed yet shared responsibility. All parties,
including those on the receiving end of charitable giving, have
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responsibilities. And it offers a theory of how those responsibilities
are distributed. The theory is symmetrical and cyclical regarding
the dynamic between givers and takers again. A taker who fails at
the responsibilities of that station is responsible not only for her
own demise but for her failure to merit the greatest responsibility
there is: to give.

To read and share
this article online,

scan the QR code.
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I .ctreers

Readers respond

The letters below respond to our Chosenness issue of Sum-
mer 2025. Additional letters can be found on our website at
sapirjournal.org/letters. We welcome your responses to the

current issue at letters@sapirjournal.org.

To the Editor:

HILE I appreciate SAPIR a lot, I am surprised
that your issue ignores the debate over chosenness
between Maimonides on the one hand, and much

of historical and contemporary Orthodoxy on the
other hand. For Maimonides, chosenness is a challenge; for most
other pre-modern Jewish thinkers, it is an endowment. For details,
see chapter 3 of my book We Are Not Alone: A Maimonidean Theol-
ogy of the Other, on Election/Chosen People.

From the title of my book, it is clear that I root for Rambam.
MENACHEM KELLNER

Haifa, Israel
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To the Editor:
'“"‘“‘“L‘E N HIS compelling article, Richard Hidary per-
i I § suasively argues for the intrinsic link between
:E chosenness and covenant. Israel’s status as a
S Chosen nation, he contends, is conditional upon
“the work it is here to do.” But what, precisely, is that work?
Hidary turns to Exodus 19:5-6: “Now then, if you will obey Me
faithfully and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured
possession among all the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine,
but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”
In essence, Israel’s continued national existence is predicated
on fulfilling God’s mission—a claim Hidary extends to the
modern State of Israel.

It is curious, then, that he frames Israel’s current challenge
as balancing its identity as both a Jewish state and a liberal
democracy. Who determined that democracy is part of the
covenant? Where, in the prophetic tradition, is Israel charged
with upholding democratic principles? To be clear, I strongly
support democracy. However, it must be acknowledged that
democracy —especially one that extends fully to Israel’s Gentile

citizens—is not a covenantal requirement.
JACOB SASSON
New York, New York

Richard Hidary responds:
g THANK Jacob Sasson for the insightful question.
I % Although the modern instantiations of liberal

democracies are anachronistic to ancient bibli-

i
;
Al political theory, America’s Founding Fathers
drew inspiration for equal rights and democratic representation
from the biblical teaching that all men are created in the divine
image. Furthermore, the Bible’s begrudging tolerance of monar-
chy in favor of a balance of separate powers, spurred generations
of commentators to contemplate superior forms of government.
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I believe that the liberal order of elections and protections of
minorities most closely achieves the ideal biblical form of gov-
ernment yet conceived. Deuteronomy’s sustained warnings not
to oppress the alien resident is best expressed today in Israel’s
equal treatment under the law for all its citizens. That Arabs
and Muslims enjoy more freedom in Israel than in most Arab or
Muslim countries makes it a shining light in the Middle East.
That Israel offers freedom of religion while also nurturing a peo-
ple joined by history, faith, and deep moral and spiritual values
makes it a shining light in the West.

To the Editor:

LLEGRA Goodman correctly chides the editor
of Chaim Potok’s The Chosen for letting Potok
repeat some of his descriptions. Ironically, the

editor was the great Robert Gottlieb, who in his
autobiography Avid Reader tells an amusing anecdote about the
genesis of the novel’s title. According to Gottlieb (if memory
serves), this future Simon & Schuster bestseller was originally
saddled with a very flowery, literary title— pretentiously biblical,
perhaps —that no one at the publishing house liked. But no one
could come up with anything better, the deadline was approach-
ing, and they were going to have to use the unsatisfactory title.
With the planned cover on his desk, catalogue copy to write, and
just minutes to go, Gottliecb walked down the hall toward the
men’s room. On the way, he passed the office of another editor,
the elderly Arthur Sheekman, best known for his early work on
Marx Brothers’ scripts. Sheekman’s door was open, and Gottlieb
stopped in to explain that he was desperate for a title. He began
laboriously describing the various strands of the novel — World
War II-era Brooklyn, Jewish kids” baseball leagues, the Holo-
caust, Orthodox rabbis, Hasids, the birth of Israel — and before
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he’d even finished what was going to be a long, complicated

description, Sheekman shrugged and said, “Call it The Chosen.”

Gottlieb instantly recognized that that was the perfect title, and

he tells us that if he hadn’t at that moment needed to take a leak,
the book’s publishing history might have been very different.

TED KLEIN

New York, New York

Allegra Goodman responds:

)

HAT a great story from Bob Gottlieb—and so

AL

characteristic of him. He was not only brilliant but

funny and self-deprecating. I will always be grate-

R e )

AL,

NP A

ful to him for championing my short fiction when
I was in my early twenties and he was editor of the New Yorker.
During his tenure there, he published many of the stories that
appear in my book The Family Markowitz. 1 do think that The
Chosen would have benefited from more rigorous editing. The
title is inspired, however, and I'm glad Bob gave credit where
credit is due.

To the Editor:

P i e AT

T

NN AA

E HAVE BEEN reading with interest and curios-

ity the essays on chosenness in the Summer 2025

issue of SAPIR and have found it disappointing as

U T,
~m A DD

well as puzzling that SAPIR did not dedicate at least
one article to articulating Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan’s critique of that
concept. In the space of this letter, we hope to rectify that omission.
Kaplan resisted and rejected modern attempts at reinterpreting
chosenness precisely because, in his words, “by no kind of dialectics
is it possible to remove the odium of comparison from any reinter-
pretation of an idea which makes invidious distinctions between
one people and another” (The Future of the American Jew, p. 217).
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On conceptual and rational grounds alone, Kaplan might
have declared the entire issue to be moot. In his naturalistic
and humanistic understanding of religion, God is conceived
of as a power or process, not as a supernatural Being who con-
sciously plays favorites among individuals and human families.
Kaplan’s God cannot “choose” anyone, any more than, say,
gravity could make a distinction between one ethnicity, reli-
gion, or nation and another.

Kaplan’s objection to the idea of chosenness as a religious
value was also ethical. The assumption of a predetermined,
supernaturally bestowed, and inherent superiority adhering to
the Jewish people, is morally problematic, modern apologetics
and poetic midrashim notwithstanding.

Chosenness, whether imagined as inherent in Jews through
an embodied genetics (an ugly, racially tinged, and essentialist
notion) or as inherent in Jewish religion through divinely bestowed
grace and covenantal faith, is for Kaplan an anachronism unwor-
thy of the Jewish people (or any people) in the modern world. Tt
raises the problem of what Walter Kaufmann, in his book 7he
Faith of a Heretic, called “gerrymandering,” contrasting “the best
of ours” with “the worst of theirs.”

It is curious and disconcerting that contemporary Jewish think-
ers who have with ease dispensed with other classical religious
beliefs— Torah as verbatim revelation from Sinai, the resurrection
of the dead, and the coming of a supernatural Messiah, to name
but three—somehow draw the line at the concept of chosenness,
which they labor hard to sanitize. For those of us for whom Kaplan’s
arguments are convincing, we endorse his conclusion that “the very
assumption of a predetermined and permanent superiority, no
matter in what respect, does not lend itself to reinterpretation” (The
Future of the American Jew, p. 217).

Admittedly, as the articles in the SAPIR series demonstrate,
Kaplan’s position on chosenness remains a minority opinion in con-

temporary Jewish conversation. But surely the critiques he brings
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deserve to be discussed alongside the many attempts to defend the

concept of chosenness in the pages of SAPIR.
RABBI DENNIS C. SASSO

Carmel, Indiana

RABBI SANDY EISENBERG SASSO
Carmel, Indiana

RABBI RICHARD HIRSH

Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania

To read and share these

and other letters online, e g F i

scan the QR code. ﬂ

AUTUMN 2025 | SAPIR 165



CONTRIBUTORS

MARK CHARENDOFF is the publisher of SAPIR.

AVITAL CHIZHIK-GOLDSCHMIDT is a writer and rebbetzin liv-
ing in New York City.

NATHAN J. DIAMENT is the executive director of the Orthodox
Union Advocacy Center, the nonpartisan public policy arm of
the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America, in
Washington, D.C.

MICHAEL EISENBERG is general partner at Aleph, Israel’s lead-
ing early-stage venture capital fund.

DANIEL Z. FELDMAN is a rosh yeshiva at Yeshiva University and
an instructor at the Syms School of Business. He is the rabbi
of Ohr Saadya in Teaneck, New Jersey.

CINDY GREENBERG is the president and CEO of Repair the
World, whose mission is to mobilize Jews and their commu-
nities to take action to pursue a just world, igniting a lifelong
commitment to service.

JORDAN CHANDLER HIRSCH is a senior counselor to the
CEO of Palantir Technologies. He is also a senior fellow in
the Technology, Security, and Global Affairs Program at the
Robert Strauss Center for International Security and Law at
the University of Texas.

ILANA M. HORWITZ is an assistant professor of Jewish studies
and sociology, and the Fields-Rayant Chair of Contemporary
Jewish Life at the Stuart and Suzanne Grant Center for the
American Jewish Experience at Tulane University.

166 SAPIR | VOLUME NINETEEN



REBECCA KOBRIN is the Russell and Bettina Knapp Associate
Professor of American Jewish History at Columbia University.

PHILLIP I. LIEBERMAN is a professor of Jewish studies at Van-
derbilt University.

JONATHAN SCHANZER, a former terrorism finance analyst at
the U.S. Department of the Treasury, is the executive director
at Foundation for Defense of Democracies.

LYNN SCHUSTERMAN is the founder and chairwoman emer-
ita of Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Philanthropies,
and has been active in Jewish communal and philanthropic
affairs for more than 40 years.

STACY SCHUSTERMAN is the chairwoman of Charles and
Lynn Schusterman Family Philanthropies, whose mission is
to pursue more just and inclusive societies in the United
States and Israel.

BARRY SHRAGE served as the president of CJP, Boston’s Jewish
Federation, from 1987 to 2018. He is currently a professor
in the Hornstein Jewish Professional Leadership Program at

Brandeis University.

ANDRES SPOKOINY is the president and CEO of Jewish Funders
Network.

BRET STEPHENS is the editor-in-chief of SAPIR.

JACK WERTHEIMER is an emeritus professor of Jewish history
at the Jewish Theological Seminary and the author, most
recently, of Jewish Giving: Philanthropy and the Shaping of
American Jewish Life.

AUTUMN 2025 | SAPIR 167



O

MAIMONIDES FUND

Maimonides Fund is a private grantmaking
organization inspired by our namesake’s
commitment to Jewish faith, Jewish
peoplehood, citizenship,
and science.
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What does Judaism’s covenantal nature mean in terms of

its relationship to capitalism?

BRET STEPHENS - 12

Many of those who most need Jewish communal support are
often least able to access it.

ILANA M. HORWITZ - 22

I see golden calves everywhere, and I wonder how many

of them we, as a community, have created ourselves.

AVITAL CHIZHIK-GOLDSCHMIDT - 40

A wealth fund could transform both our psychology and
our posturec — from supplicants seeking protection

into partners offering opportunity.

JORDAN CHANDLER HIRSCH - 64

There is an inherent bias in the community of philanthropists:

that money can solve social problems. This is not so.

ANDRES SPOKOINY - 130

So much of our work is to enable every young Jew to discover

and relish in the joy of Jewish life and the sacred task we all share

to care for the most vulnerable, to heal what is broken.
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