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What's Happened To The l-1elf are State? 
Daniel Jer€!t!f Silver 
Novercber 21, 1982 

Jews have a re?,1taticn for generosity. One of the sages used the story of 

the Golden calf to prove the EOint. '!he Bible re:EX>rts that three nonths after 

the Israelites left Egypt they were brought to Mt. Sinai. Gcx:1 orders r-t:>ses to 

climb the ITOUntain to receive the revelation. l-t>ses is gone fran the carrp forty 

days and as the days pass the camrunity of ex-slaves becx:me increasingly anxious. 

'!here's no visible presence of authari ty arcong than. Finally, desperate, they 

turn to Aaron arx:i ask him: 'make us a God \tilo will go before us . ' Aaron tells 

than to return to their tents and to bring back their wives' golden jewelry. He 

melted down this gold to make the nolded image. Q:mnenting on this hardly glorioos . 

episode, the sage was rroved to So)_/, 'what a \J;Orrlerful people Israel is, generous 

anong the generous, they give lavishly even to the nost unworthy of causes.' 

Generosity is not an inherited trait. You're mt born generous. You're 

trained to be generous. Crl.ldren learn to be generous by their parent's example. 

We train the students in the religious school by rollecting a rontribution every 

week. All of us are trained by the pattern of our camrunity for wh:m the raising 

of rroney for various gocxl purposes is taken to be one of the urxiuestioned respon

sibilities of Jewish citizenship. Sharing anong Jews is a way of life. 

Interestingly, the Bible sperrls little effort enoouraging charity. Hebrew 

has no \J;Ord for charity. The word we use~ ·tzedekah, means justice. The Wlder

lying idea, of cxur~e, is that we don't really EOSsess that which we think we 

EOSsess. We are stewards of God's EOSsessions and we 're res:EX>nsible to God for 

our stewardship. It> one has fully earned his EOSSessioris. Goo provides the 

earth's bounty. lllck plays a role. "Let rx>t the rich man glocy in his wealth." 

Given this perspective, the Bible does not iroulge itself with little hanilies 

oo the virtue of charity or ?]blish sa:I stories of need in order to stimulate 

generosity. Sharing is a duty, not a privilege. 

In Biblical times ?]blic welfare was a OOr:EX>rate responsibility. Every 
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third year the Israelite was to pay a tenth of assessed value of his property to 

the c:x:mruni ty as a ma' aser, ani, a ti the for the J;XX>r, which would be used to 

provide • food, clothing and shelter to the needy. The Bible also stiEW-ates that 

after the fanner bed scythed his field he may not make a seoond pass. Whatever 

grain was left starrling is to be left for the poor. A similar rule applied to 

the vineyard and the orchard. After these areas had been gleaned they oould not 

be picked over except by those whose right it was to Cllle oot and take for 

nothing. There was IOOre. On the seventh year all debts were to be remitted. 

A J;XX>r man was not to be errllessly burdened by his inability to repay what he had 

borrowed to buy seed for his field. hjain, on the sabbat-ical year a man who had 

had to sell himself into slavery because of his debts was to be set free. Bib- • 

lical man was cbliged to stnicture justice - sharing - into his society. Public 

welfare was accepted as a public res?)nsibility. 

Given this traditioo, I am by oonviction OP!X)sed to the claim of the present 

administration that the cuts which they have instituted in various welfare ser-
• 

vices will not hurt the J;XX>r because voluntary contributions will make up for 

these cuts. Biblical man Jmew that providing for the IX)Or nust not deperxl upon 

the unpredictable generosity of the wealthy. Voluntary charity is haphazard and 

erratic while the reeds of the J;XX>r are ronstant and unremitting. ?-t:>reover, the 

needs of the IX)Or are usually the greatest when an eoo~ is weakest which is 

precisely the time when the wealthy begin to restrain their generosity lest 

their own standard of living be affected. 

'!he lack of realism in the President's arg\Elellt is shown up by his own actions. 

His tax reoord, which is in the plblic danain, imicates that only the snallest 

fracticn of his incane went to charity. His purse has not been open am shared 

even in prosperous times. When he was asked on the cut-plblic-servioes stance 

of this administration, he's been heard to Sa!J: 'the food cxnpanies will make 

up far it by dcnations for the cuts we institute in the food stcmp progran;' 
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or 'if every church would adopt ten poor families poverty would be eliminated be

cause everyone would be taken care of. ' Unfortunately, there is no evidence that 

this wealthy man has gone to his pastor ard said, 'I will personally pay for one 

of those ten families . ' 

It's true, and a blessin.;1, that over the last several decades the private 

sector has increased its level of giving. We've seen this in Clevelam in the 

' substantial increase in the level of ftmds raised by the United 'lbrch. Corporatioos 

have increased their giving, but these funds have, for the nost part, gone to 

hospitals, cultural institutions, and universities rather than to direct sui;p:>rt 

of the p:,or. I see nothing wrong with this pattern of giving. i'le need these 

institutions and the private sector simply cannot make up for the billions in 

cutbacks in aid to the poor, irrligent, hardicapperl, aid to elderly, which our 

administration has already enforced or intends to enforce. John Bere, Chief Ex

ecutive Officer of the Borg-\\Tarner Corporation ard a leading spokesman of the 

Businessmen's Council, has said it straight out: 'there is sinply oo way that 

busi~s can replace a small fraction of what has been cut cMay by the goverrment 

fran the welfare support area.' 

'lb look back at our past is to reoognize that even a camnmity whose re

ligirus trcditioo. is sensitive to justice and need incl\Xies those who will oot 

open their pirses unless they are taxed. If for oo other reason than the hard

headedness of sane, p.lblic welfare must be a p.lblic responsibility. Cnl.y what 

was, in effect, tax llDney enabled the Jewish cx:mrunity to supp:>rt that large 

rurber of social service instituticns which it did. In Ellrope every cmmmi.ty 

was organized as a kehilah. F.ach kehilah had a ex>uncil responsible, am~ other 

duties, for the funds neoessaz:y for welfare needs. These services included 

prograns to ransan captives, provide dafries for the da~ters of the poor, medi

cal care for the indigent ard side, and blrial for paupers. F.ach -cnmcil ~ 

evaluate oooe a year each halseh:>ld in the camunity to detemdne what its fair 
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share of the oost of such programs slDuld be. Since the cxrmuni ty never knew in 

advance what smlS wc:uld be needed, each hoosehold was assigned a percentage which 

it was ~ to give tc:Mard whatever goal was set. Public welfare was a public 

responsibility. Suen an approach is both a just way and sensible, but clearly, 

it's not Washington's way. '!he Feagan Administration would like to transfer the 

public responsibility to the erratic mercies of private charity. 

This administratioo seens detenn:i.na:l to reverse the public welfare as a 

public res:EX)nsibility principle that has been in place since the 1930's. l-t>st 

of us have recx:>gnized that justice required that we transfer part of the nation's 

patrinony fran the overprivileged to the underprivileged. This Administration's 

1,X>licy seeks the reverse: to transfer theminiscule part of the patrinony shared 

by the underprivileged to the overprivileged. Put less kirrlly, but no less ac

curately, the budget EOlicies of this administration seen irrlifferent to the des

perate needs of the less fortunate· arrl eager to ·transfer wealth fran the less 

privilegoo to the overprivilegoo. 

The public welfare 1,X>licies, begun during tie Depression, were just ard, to 
, 

a large degree, effective. By 1947 only thirty-three percent of our society lived 
• 

on or belCM what was then the E()Verty line. By the early 1970's that nunber had 

been roouced to eleven percent, a great achievement. If you ever worxlered how 

the society was able to accept the trauma of the integration decision and the 

war in Vietnan without tearing itself apart, the answer is sinple: each year 

m:>re Americans were living with sane degree of decency, if not of caufort, than 

in the previous year. Justice and social policy were being served at the same time. 

Since the early seventies the nmber of American oouseholds with in<xmes 

which fall below the poverty line has sla-,ly increased. At first the rulprit 

was inflatioo, then the recession1 row it's governnent p:>licy. It's ironic that 

at the very time t4len we have da1 ly proof of the value of piblic welfare legis

lation we are led by an mn:lnistration detemdned to undo as nudl as it can of 
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the support legislation which keeps food on the table and a roof over the he.ads 

of the unsnployed. 

Pr'?()f. What proof? 

Cast your mind back to the Great Depression. Then, too, millions of .Ameri

cans were out of "10rk, but a "WOrker who lost his job in 1932 oould not fall back 

on unanployrrent cx:mpensaticn, food stanps, Medicare or Aid to Dependent Children 

of the Unanployed. Fanns were re:EX)ssessed. M.?rtgages were foreclosed. Soup 

kitchens existed in every major city and there were long lines of sullen people 

waiting for a daily handout. Today nearly t:welve million .AJ[nericans are out of 

work, 10.8 percent of the "10rk foroe, and there are hunger centers in Clevelarxi 

and in all of our major cities where the !X)Or can get food, b.lt today these hl.lll(J

er centers need to feed hurrlreds, rot as in Depression days, th:>usarrls . In nest 

unemployed hemes there is still food on the table - there are food stanps. There 

is heat in the bedrcx:m - there are programs which prevent gas shutoffs. There is 

noney for necessities - there is unemployment insurance. These major pieces of 

welfare legislation, put lll place over the last fifty years, have proved 

their worth durinJ this recession as they have cushioned the shock of the eooronic 

turrrlam. What a cruel irony that at the very nanent when Americans ought to be 

givinJ thanks that this legislation is in place, that misery is mt widespread 

arrl that class divisions have rot erupted into open oonfrontation, we have an 

administration detennined to urdo as much as can be undone of this welfare program 

aoo retum to the 1920's with its philosoply of welfare as a responsibility of 

private charity. 

'Ibis present administration is det:emdnsi to cut the size of the Federal 

budget. It is a>noerned with the sim of the Federal deficit, the anomt of 

noney future generations will have to pay for the sexvices our generaticm has 

11sed. There's reaso" for this cxn:ern and IIDst Americans agree with the need 

to cut the CX>St of gover111ent, but there are many ways to acxurplish that goal. 
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The Federal budget provides for repayment debts of defense, entitlanent programs, 

and human and cx:mnuni.ty services. 'lhe administration can do little about the oost 

of servic_ing the national debt. It cruld have cut defense oosts but decided, in

stead, a crash program to significantly increase that part of the budget. Mr. 

Reagan arrl his advisers • feared we were losing the anns race to the Soviet Union. 

There are many reporters who say that Mr. \'leinberger, the Secretary of Defense, 

sinply took the entire wish list of his department, all that the generals or ad

mirals cai1d dream of, arrl sanctified that entire list as essential to the national 

seairity. ·What is certain is that the 1983 boo.get provides for an 18.5 percent 

increase in defense expenditures, 10½ percent above the inflation rate. The in

crease is so high that many experts question whether that mum rroney can, in fact1 

be spent. I am si~ at heart at the contrast between the lavishness with which 

rroney was spent on anns and the pennypinching which has been going on in the 

welfare area. No serious evaluation of the oost benefit of various sperdi.ng 

prog:cam.s seers to have been made. Russophobia is oosting us dearly and will cost 

us nore. 'Ihis year 25.8 percent of the Federal budget is designated for defense. 

The Administration five-year projecticn assunes that in 1987 38 percent of the 

federal budget will be spent on defense. I'm neither a pacifist nor 0pIX>sed to 

an adequate defense, but surely this cavalier tossing arol.lIXl of billions is neither 

the wey to adequately defend the nation oor the WB!J to help the nation regain its 

ecananic and social health. 

Forced to maintain debt service and detemd.ned to increase defense sperxli.ng, 

the administratioo suddenly OJSt oosts in the area of entitlement, Social Securi

ty, old age and mi.litacy pensioos or the area of h\lDan and cxmrunity services. 

Mr. Rea]an' s folks, the people wh:> voted for him, draw oo these entitla,e1t pro

grans am the amn:i.ni.strat:lal has so far ah:i.sl lMt!J:J fmn reduci.ng these benefits. 

H:iem to cut? 'Dl8l9 was ooly rm place left - the area of services to the poor, , 

the hamicaJ:red and the unaaployed and the inpacted cities in which they livai. 
t 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
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Billions of dollars were cut £ran :t,he Food Starcp program, Aid to Deperrlent Children 

of the Unatployed, legal services for the :EX)Or, Medicaid, all program; which sup

IX)rt the irdigent and the UllE!lployed. Fran th:>se wlX> lack much was taken; and, 

incredibly, to tlX>se wh:> have, much was given. A recent report by the Cbngres

sional Budget Office IX)ints out that 40 percent of total savings £ran benefit 

reductions mcrle during fiscal 1983 will care £ran benefits received by those who 

have incares below the IX)Verty line, and 70 percent of the savings represents 

reductioos in benefits £ran th:>se \those household inca,es are less than $20,000. 

'lhe incxme transfer stands out in even starker oontrast when you oonsider the 

implications of the new tax laws. For fiscal 1983 those who earn less than $10,000 

a year will lose nearly $300 in benefits, am those who have taxable incx:nes of . 
over $80,000 will enjoy a net gain of over $10, 000. Justice to the Mni.nistra

tion seems to be defined as taking from the p:x>r to give to the rich. 

'!be p:x,r are being used as cannon fodder in the war which this administration 

is waging against big goverrment and to increase capital formatioo. '1he war itself 

is not urwarranted, hut surely there oould be other strategies. Billions am bil

lions of dollars oould be cut fran the Defense Budget. Defense spending is ro

torious for its waste. This is the area where sweetheart cx,ntracts and oost plus 

oontracts are routinely signed by officials who will in a fEM years he working 

for these defense oontractors and where whistle blowers are routinely pillaried 

and fired. Surely, all Americans could have been asked to sacr..ifioe benefits. 

Plato once observed: ''wealth is the parent of luxucy and imolence; poverty 

is the parent of neanness am vicioosness; and both are the parents of disoontent." 

I consider this Mninistration's booget prqx>Sals :imtoral am Wljust, am 

lllpnxient. Theirs is a policy guaranteed to open deep am bitter divisions . 

within the society. If we ex>ntinue to denand sacrifices of the poor in order 

to advantage the wealthy, then as sure as day follows night the poor will becane 
. 

the many and the arKJJ:Y and will shake off their lethargy and take \4lat they 
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should have been offered in the first place. This process is already beginning. 

Erratic and haphazard crime is a consequence of erratic and haphazard generosity. 

I can think of oo greater tragedy than that this cnmtry develop the ideological 

and class divisions which dlaracterize arrl destabilize nost other c:n.mtries. Class 

oonflicts alnost always are a prelude to autocratic governments and a loss of 

freedan. 

Sane nonths ago the President was watchirg the news on television. That 

evening the progran inclooed a report on an elderly cn.iple who were in danger of 

losing their lone. The man hcrl w::>rked all of his life. All they hcrl was this 

little hclle. An unexpected tax assessment had been leveled against it arrl the 

man couldn't pay. A government agency was foreclosing on his lone. The President 

was disturbed. This was his kind of family. He picked up the IXlOne and called 

the reporter. He wanted to know how the Federal government oould help. The re

porter told him that this case had been brought to his attention by a Federal 

agency which provides free legal services to the IX)Or, an agency which the Presi

dent hcrl just eliminated fran further fuming. 

I'm not arguing that the PJ})lic welfare legislation the last fifty years is 

perfect or free of abuse. Too much has gone to administration. ~ have taken 

advantage of the sys'tan, but I'm oonvinced that the cost to the nation of welfare 

crme is but a small fraction of nonies we've paid out unnecessarily to defense 

contractors or the nonies lost to the Federal Treasury because special interest 

groups have loobied and gained tax loopl()les. The IX)Or have ro lobbies in Wash

ington to even serure their benefits. tlealthy or poor, people are oot saints. 

Any program will be abused. Any p:ogram will be misused. But decency and prl.rlenoe 

r~e a broad-gauged public welfare program. Yes, we will pay higher taxes. 

'Every bill has to be paid. Yes, toose with capital will oot be able to take 

as liberally £:ran Social Security as we thmght. The middle-class ard the 

wealthy are goi.DJ to have to tighten their belts. The belts of the poor are 

• 
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already tight. There's really oo ~temative and I ranain convinced that this 

oountry, prosperous even in recession, can firrl the will to care for the ecorx:my 

without ;nS]lecting its social needs. 
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