You are what you give to
I met the other day with Michael
Steinhardt, investor, hedge fund manager,
and philanthropist – and a man with vision.
Together with Charles Bronfman, Michael
founded what is today one of our Jewish
Federation’s primary engagement tools –
Birthright Israel – which has so far sent
more than a half a million young Jews on a
ten-day trip to Israel, including thousands
from our own community. “You are what
you give to,” he said, meaning that your philanthropic choices actually shape your values.
I’ve often heard people in the community say that Birthright is a “free” trip. But that’s not entirely true.
It costs Federation and our funders and partners some $3,000 per young adult for the trip. That’s
funded by our UJA Annual Campaign as well as the generosity of individual donors.
(So let me state the obvious here… if you, or your kids, or your grandkids, have been or intend to go
on this “free” trip, please consider paying it forward by funding the continued life of this awesome
program through a gift to the UJA Annual Campaign.)
When Birthright started it was fairly controversial. Why on earth, people wondered, should the
community fund kids who, let’s be honest, could probably afford to go anyway? Is this really the wisest
use of communal funds? Last month, at the GA, the General Assembly of our Jewish Federations, I sat
with the leadership of Birthright and asked them the same question. Why Birthright?
Because, they said, it’s an investment. And they’re right.
Birthright is an investment in the future of community and Jewish identity. It’s not the only investment
we make, by the way. We know that the most powerful way to keep Jews Jewish is to build multiple
immersive Jewish experiences – summer camp, Birthright trips, and missions, combined with
purposeful community-building work. And you can’t just sit back and wait for people to do the things
you know will help them and the community in ten or twenty years’ time. Sometimes you have to seize
the initiative and offer it to them today. And that means we must support them today.

You are what you give to. In Rabbi David Wolpe’s words, “You… may not believe in the teachings that
shaped you. Nonetheless, they did shape you. As the generous person you have become is a boon to
the world, you should want more to be like you. So support the places that will produce more Jews
who will give. No one can force belief, but we can very effectively cultivate values. If you are proud of
who you have become, give others the same chance. Jewish schools, camps, federations, and
synagogues need support not only for the good of Judaism, but for the good of the world.”
Let’s be clear, Birthright isn’t the only thing we should be doing. We can and should be doing more
immersive programs, more follow-up programs, more outreach and engagement initiatives. All of
these come from you – members of our community, people with vision and values and a belief in the
future of Jewish life here in our home and around the world. You don’t have to be a megaphilanthropist or a hedge fund investor. You just have to be you.
Michael said that, “You are what you give to.” But in a growing number of cases, in our Jewish
community, you are also what others have given to. Think about it. It’s an amazing statement.

