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Let me begin with a joke.  Why don’t oysters give to charity?  Because they’re 

shellfish.  Shellfish, selfish… get it?  Ok, not so funny.  Now what does this have to 

do with Thanksgiving?   
 
Thanksgiving is the day when, as Americans, we pause in gratitude for the 

bounty that we have.  A little web research found out that Thanksgiving is the fourth 

Thursday in November and it commemorates a feast held in 1621 by the Pilgrims 
and the Wampanoag tribe of Native Americans.  Thanksgiving marks the end of the 
harvest season, a time when we offer thanks to God for what we have.   

  
But as the children’s author Maurice Sendak has said, “There must be more to 

life than having everything.”  Let me say that again.  There must be more to life than 
having everything.   

 
Thanksgiving, of course, is the day when rather than being shellfish like our 

oyster friends, we are grateful.  Perhaps the most important way we can express our 

gratitude for having enough is to share with others, and not to be selfish.   
  

This is a community where so many of us have everything we could possibly 
need and more, while others are struggling desperately to make ends meet.  And 

there are many people too in the middle, where money is not tight right now, but a 
layoff or injury could create serious hardship.  I learned last week that food pantry 
supplies are at all time lows right here in Cherry Hill.  Whatever our financial 
position, we can all give to others in an amount that is personally meaningful.   

  
Now of course, I am aware that there are many ways we can give of 

ourselves.  We can give our time, our energy, our work, our sweat, our love.  But 

whether in ancient times or today, in complex economies, there are some things that 
only money can buy.   
  

 

Charity can be money we give away for any purpose, but I think the classical 
locus was as support for the indigent.  This can be considered different than funds 
for communal use, which may be more akin to that hated word, taxes.   

  
There are two fundamental questions about this kind of charity—sometimes 

called “alms-giving.”  How much should I give, and to whom should I give it?”   
  

As of a few years ago, the average American household donated 2.2% of its 
income each year, or roughly $1,000. Some churches ask that people who tithe give 
10% of their income; other, secular organizations use 5% as the target.  The bottom 
line is, we all have decisions to make about our charitable giving.   

  
It’s not enough to just give indiscriminately—we need to make a budget for 

this, as we do for other things in our lives, both so that we can be sure we’re giving 

the amount we want, and also so that we can be strategic and give to the causes 
that are important to us, and not only to the ones that ask us.   
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What about the question of who to give to?  Should we focus our giving on 
one or two recipients, or should we spread our limited charitable dollars among many 

causes?   
  

Maimonides, the 12th century Spanish Jewish philosopher and legalist wrote, 
“The value of deeds is not dependent on the greatness of the deed but on the 

number of deeds.”  He gives the example that a person who gives 1,000 coins at one 
time and to one person is inferior to one who gives 1,000 times with 1,000 coins, for 
the latter case—giving to main people—multiples the spirit of generosity 1,000 times 
over, while giving just once will arouse the spirit of generosity once, and then it 

ends.  (Maimonides, Commentary to the Mishnah, Avot 3:15).     
  

The idea here is that it’s not the amount you give, but the number of times 

you give.  Giving charity, for Maimonides is like doing exercise—if you do it once, it 
feels good that time, but to accrue any benefits, you have to work out repeatedly, 
and only then will it actually change you—whether into a more muscular, fit person, 
or a more generous person.   

  
But an eighteenth century German rabbi took issue with Maimonides, saying 

it is better to give all your coins all at once to one person for two reasons.  First, one 

conquers one’s selfishness and will more by giving a large sum, than by giving 
smaller amounts, which are less weighty on a person.  Even giving small amounts, 
he says, all at once to many people doesn’t make the same impression, and it makes 
even less of an impression doing it over time.   

  
This is to say that what makes an impression on us giving a lot all at once—

and not spreading it out.   
  

The second reason he suggests giving all your charity at once to one person is 
because it’s better to give a poor person enough to make a living from, rather than 
giving to many poor people, none of whom will receive enough benefit to really earn 

a living.   
  

He’s of the opinion that it’s better to really change a person’s life in a 
substantial way than to just help for the moment.   

  
So which is it—give a little to many causes or a lot at once to one cause?  To 

me, it seems that these kinds of giving have different purposes, both as regards 

helping others, and as regards cultivating our own selves.   
  

Giving small amounts frequently to many people I think creates a habit of 
generosity, and is certainly an effective way of teaching our children about the value 

of generosity.  And it is of course critical to help those in immediate need—to give a 
dollar to a hungry person to help buy a sandwich.   
  

But giving a substantial amount to a single cause requires much more 

commitment and seriousness.  Perhaps some research about the individual or 
organization before hand will be appropriate, and maybe follow-up will be involved, 
to see how the donation was used.  A significant donation makes a statement to 

others, and a statement in one’s heart.  It is much more a kind of sacrifice of 
precious dollars to write a big check than to give some spare change.  And larger 
sums have the ability to be transformative in ways that smaller amounts do not.   
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The personal goal is to avoid being oysters, to avoid being selfish, and to 
cultivate in ourselves and our families a culture and value of generosity and 

commitment to helping others financially.  The greater goal is through our charity, to 
help repair this broken world to ensure that next Thanksgiving, more people will 
have plenty to be grateful for.   
  

May we all act on the gratitude we feel this Thanksgiving to transform 
ourselves and our world, to be God’s hands in the sacred work of fixing the world.   
  

I wish us all a happy and meaningful Thanksgiving.   


