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THE  SPIRITUAL  DIMENSIONS OF PHILANTHROPY

In my  jo b  I sp end  a  lo t  o f  time  trying  t o  unders t and  why  pe o pl e  give  – and  

how  mor e  o f  th em  can b e  per suad e d  t o  do  s o.  O f t en  this  is a  pre t t y  dry  and  

pragma tic  bu sine s s,  involving  issue s  o f  t ax  and  s o  on. But  this  ev ening  I wan t  

t o  expl or e  th e  spiritual  asp e c t s .

My qualifica tions  are  5 year s  in Swinburne  University’ s  Asia-Pacific  Centr e  f or  

Philanthropy  and  Social Inves tm en t ,  and  a  very  rec ent  Grad  Dip in The ol o g y.  

I w an t  t o  expl or e  how  f ai th-b a s e d  idea s  influence  charity,  g en er o si t y,  altruism  

and  philanthropy:  in o th er  w ord s,  giving.  

First,  s om e  cav e a t s :  mo s t  o f  th e  exampl e s  I will give  com e  fr om  th e  Jud e o-

Christian  tradi tion,  sp e ci fically  Roman  Cath olicism.  Why? Becaus e  tha t  is th e  one  

I know  mo s t  a b ou t .  I will t alk  brie f ly  a b ou t  th e  o th er  big  mono th ei s tic  f ai th s,  

Islam  and  Judaism,  bu t  I hav en’ t  g o t  much  t o  say  a b ou t  th e  tradi tions  tha t  

inform  giving  in Hindu, Buddhis t,  Zoroa s t rian  and  o th er  culture s.  Why? Becaus e,  

de s pi t e  my  firs t  de gr e e  b eing  in Asian Civilisa tion,  I don’t  know  very  much  

a b ou t  th em.  How e v e r  I’m pre t t y  sure  tha t  th e  scriptural  and  o th er  re f er enc e s  I 

will giv e  hav e  th eir  count erpar t s  in o th er  tradi tions.  I hop e  t o  learn s om e t hing  

fr om  you  a b ou t  th e s e  b e f o r e  w e  g o  hom e  this  ev ening.

KINDNESS

I think it  is true  t o  say  tha t  all th e  w orld’s  maj or  religions  and  e thical  sy s t e m s  

end or s e  kindnes s.  We  are  all supp o s e d  t o  help  th e  po or  and  th e  a f f lic t e d  and  

t o  b e  hospi t a b l e .  All culture s  s e e m  t o  hav e  f a v ourit e  le g end s  tha t  cel e br a t e  

kindnes s,  g en er o si t y  and  al truism.  In Wes t e rn  culture  th e  s t ory  o f  The  G o o d  

Samaritan,  le g end s  o f  chivalrous  knight s  and  th e  life  o f  Mother  Ther e s a  hav e  

b e c o m e  almo s t  my thical  arche t y p e s .  In Australia  w e  cel e b r a t e  th e  ma t e s hip  

tal e s  o f  Henry Laws on,  th e  heroism  o f  Simps on  at  Gallipoli and  th e  
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s t e a d f a s t n e s s  o f  Weary  Dunlop.  We  e s p e cially  enjoy  instanc e s  o f  

sp or t s m an ship,  such  as  th e  occa si on  in 1956  wh en  th e  young  a thl e t e ,  J ohn  

Landy, paus e d  during  a  race  t o  help  a  f all en  comp e t i t o r.  We  like  t o  think tha t  

th e s e  ac tions  ex empli fy  our  national  qualitie s.  

We  s om e t im e s  as s e s s  th e  virtue  o f  a  s oci e t y  b y  th e  w ay  it  care s  f or  its  po or,  

its  disa b l e d  and  its  vulnera bl e.  By this  mea sur e  India pro b a b l y  rat e s  quit e  highly  

and  th e  USA rath er  low:  Australia?  

I als o  think tha t  mo s t  pe o pl e  w ould  agr e e  (th ou gh  perhap s  uneasily)  wi th  th e  

e thicis t,  Pe t er  Singer:

Quo t e d  in Trac ey  (20 04),  p.10.  

We  need  t o  challeng e  th e  idea  tha t  you  can live  a  morally  dec en t  life  

jus t  b y  lo oking  a f t e r  your  o wn  f amily  and  not  ac tually  causing  harm  t o  

o th er s.  We  need  t o  dev e l o p  a  s ens e  tha t  if  w e  hav e  an a bundanc e,  w e  

are  ac tually  doing  wr ong  if  w e  don’ t  share  it  wi th  pe o pl e  wh o,  through  

no  f aul t  o f  th eir  o wn,  are  living  in th e  mo s t  dire  pov er t y.

Indee d,  s om e  pe o pl e  migh t  b e  inclined  t o  del e t e  th e  qualifying  phras e,  ‘through  

no  f aul t  o f  th eir  o wn’.

 

CHRISTIAN NOTIONS OF GIVING

Christian  idea s  on  giving  are  informe d  by  th e  Old  T e s t a m en t ’ s  rep e a t e d  calls  

f or  s ocial  jus tic e  (e g,  Isaiah  5:22-23  & 10:1-4 and  Amos  6:12 b  & 8:4-6); and  by  

clas sical  idea s  o f  per s onal  pie t y  and  civic virtue,  including  Arist o t e lian  idea s  

a b ou t  how  th e  pursuit  o f  happine s s  is f a cilita t e d  b y  making  g o o d  choice s.  But  

a b o v e  all th e y  are  influenced  by  J e su s’  lif e  and  t e a ching s.

J e su s  s e t  a  much  higher  s t andard  than  th e  Old  T e s t a m en t  writ er s.  His calls  f or  

lov e,  kindnes s  and  g en er o si t y  are  his  main me s s a g e .  They  are  rep e a t e d  in many  

way s  and  at  dif f e r en t  time s  through ou t  th e  acc ount s  o f  his  lif e.  The  les s on  t o  

b e  drawn  fr om  epis o d e s  such  as  Mat th e w ’ s  acc ount  o f  th e  Last  Judg e m en t  

(Mat  25:31-46); th e  Rich Young  Man (Mat  19:16-30,  Mar 10:17-31 and  Luk 18:18-30);  

th e  Wido w’ s  Gi f t  (Mar:12:41-44, Luk 21:1-4); th e  G o o d  Samaritan  (Luk 10:29-37); 
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th e  many  and  varied  exampl e s  o f  hospi t ali ty  and,  a b o v e  all, th e  Gr ea t  

Commandm en t  (J ohn  15:12-13); is unequivocal:  w e  hav e  an a b s o lu t e  o b liga ti on  t o  

give  ma t erial  help  wh en  it  is need e d,  t o  share  our  po s s e s s i on s  and  t o  care  f or  

pe o pl e  in need.  And th er e’ s  mor e:  w e  mus t  do  it  wi th  lov e.  

Af t er  J e su s’  Ascension,  how e v e r,  th e  empha si s  s e e m s  t o  shif t .  One  o f  th e  

mo s t  arre s ting  epis o d e s  in The Acts of the Apostles (g en erally  b e liev e d  t o  

hav e  b e en  writ t en  rela tiv ely  early  in th e  Christian  Era)  is th e  s t ory  o f  Ananias  

and  Saphira  (Act s  5:1-10).  

Now,  while  this  purpor t s  t o  encoura g e  giving, it  has  littl e  in comm on  wi th  th e  

g o s p e l  s t orie s  I not e d  b e f o r e .  Rath er  than  encoura ging  loving  altruism,  it  

w arns  tha t  th o s e  wh o  try  t o  evad e  th e  church’s  levie s,  such  as  th e  one  

de s cri b e d  in Act s  4:32-37, will b e  punished  – dras tically  and  wi th ou t  delay.  

Similarly, while  Saint  Paul fr equ en tly  enjoins  charity  (e g,  2 Corinthians  8:9), this  

is no t  his  main me s s a g e .  He is f ar  mor e  conc erned  t o  dem on s t r a t e  Christ’ s  

universal  le gi timacy.  His collec ti on  f or  th e  infant  church in J erusal em  (1 Cor  16:1-4, 

Rom  1:1f f,  Act s  6:1f f )  may  acc ord  wi th  J e wi sh  tradi tion  and  J e su s’  t e a ching s,  

bu t  I b e liev e  it  had  mor e  t o  do  wi th  political  considera ti on s  than  wi th  altruism.  

Paul cho s e  t o  b e  acc ompanied  by  a  larg e  re tinue  wh en  he  deliver e d  th e  money  

t o  J erusal em  and  this  sug g e s t s  tha t  it  wa s  larg ely  a  sym b o lic  g e s t ur e.  (And  

here  I migh t  o b s e r v e  tha t  th e  que s ti on  o f  wha t  prop or ti on  o f  a  charita b l e  

gi f t  may  rea s ona b l y  b e  sp en t  on  its  administra ti on  remains  very  cont en ti ou s ).

O f  cours e  it  is true  tha t  th e  New  Te s t a m en t  (e s p e cially  Paul’s  le t t e r s  and  th e  

Let t er  o f  Jam e s )  include s  many  pas s a g e s  tha t  warn  rich oppr e s s o r s  and  

encoura g e  care  o f  th e  po or,  and  o f  cours e  w e  are  o f t e n  reminded  o f  th e  need  

t o  care  f or  our  o wn  f amilie s.  But  through ou t  Act s  and  th e  Epistl e s  th e  main 

empha si s  is not  on  lov e,  kindnes s  and  g ener o si t y,  bu t  rath er  on  th e  need  t o  

ke ep  th e  f ai th,  and  th e  heav enly  reward s  tha t  this  will bring  – pro b a b l y  very  

s o on.

But  if  th e  Church’s  lead er s  and  th e  o f f icial  t e x t s  allo w e d  th em s e l v e s  t o  b e  

dis trac t e d  fr om  Je su s’  empha si s  on  al truism  and  charity,  this  asp e c t  o f  his  
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t e a ching  wa s  not  f or g o t t e n  in Christian tradi tion.  The  s t ori e s  o f  Christian  

saint s,  martyr s  and  hero e s ,  such  as  th e  3rd Century  St Lawrenc e,  St Martin o f  

T ours,  St Eliza b e t h  o f  Hungary,  St  Francis  o f  Assisi, St  Vincent  de  Paul, Mother  

Ther e s a  o f  Calcut t a  and  s o  on  all t end  t o  empha si s e  th e  virtue  and  als o  th e  

prac tical  applica ti ons  o f  loving  one’ s  neigh b our.  

Not e,  how e v e r,  tha t  ev en  in th e s e  instanc e s  mor e  empha si s  is plac e d  on  th e  

giver’s  virtue,  than  on  th e  recipient’ s  need s  or  enti tl em en t s .  The  lep er  wh o  St  

Francis  f am ou sly  kiss e s,  th e  b e g g a r  wi th  wh om  St Martin shar e s  his  cloak  and  

th e  de s ti tu t e  po or  o f  Calcut t a  are  pa s siv e  figure s.  Their main role  is t o  

illustra t e  th e  g o o dn e s s  o f  th e  Christian  ex emplar.  

And in any  cas e,  I don’t  think tha t  th e s e  exampl e s  are  a  true  re fl e c ti on  o f  th e  

Church’s  a t ti tud e  t o  J e su s’  loving  exampl e.  Perhap s  this  w a s  an inevita b l e  

cons e qu enc e  o f  th e  Church’s  b e c o ming  big g e r,  mor e  e s t a b li sh e d,  mor e  

bureaucra tic  and  mor e  com f o r t a b l e .  G o v ernmen t  and  religion  hav e  very  

dif f e r en t  impera tiv e s  and  wh en  push  com e s  t o  shov e ,  religious  lead er s  hav e  

o f t en  f ound  g o o d  rea s on s  f or  f ailing  t o  con fr on t  po w e r ful  s t a t e s m en.  

Beside s,  f or  mo s t  o f  its  his t ory  th e  Church has  its el f  b e en  s tup end ou sly  

w e al th y  and  perhap s  this  has  a f f e c t e d  its  a bility  t o  prac ti s e  J e su s’  main 

me s s a g e .  T o  urge  charity  t o w ar d s  th e  wr e t ch e d  and  th e  po or  wh en  you  are  

surrounded  by  Raphael  painting s  and  w e aring  an ermine-trimmed  jacke t,  

inevita b l y  rais e s  credi bility  issue s.  

THE  NATURE  OF LOVE

Notwi th s t anding  th e s e  dif ficultie s,  many  Christian  thinkers  hav e  continued  t o  

expl or e  th e  nature  o f  lov e  and  its  cons e qu enc e s ,  none  mor e  s o  than  St Thoma s  

Aquinas  (1225-74) . Aquinas  dev e l o p e d  Arist o t l e ’ s  vie w  o f  th e  w orld  as  a  

harmonious  interplay  o f  all su b s t anc e s  and  b eing s  under  G o d’ s  b en e v o l en t  

sup ervision. All crea ti on,  he  said,  instinctiv ely  s e e k s  g o o d  b e c au s e  it  contribu t e s  

t o  th e  natural  ord er  o f  thing s.  Humans  hav e  an addi tional  inclination. They  

wan t  t o  live  in s o cie t y  and  know  th e  truth  a b ou t  G o d.  Aquinas  sa w  charity  

firs t  as  an expr e s si on  o f  humans’  lov e  f or  and  inclination  t o w ar d s  G o d,  and  

s e c ond  as  a  natural  empa th e t ic  s olidarity  wi th  th eir  f ell o w s .  It w a s  als o  an 

expr e s si on  o f  a  per s on’ s  s el f- lov e;  G o d  is lov e d  ou t  o f  charity  as  th e  principal 
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g o o d ,  th e  s el f  is lov e d  as  “th e  par t ak er”  in tha t  g o o d ,  and  th e  neigh b our  is 

lov e d  as  a  les s er  “par tner”  in tha t  g o o d ’.  In J e su s’  f am ou s  adm onition  ‘You  

shall lov e  your  neigh b our  as  yours el f ’  (Mat t  22:39),  Aquinas  interpre t e d  th e  

w ord  ‘as’  as  re f erring  no t  t o  equality  bu t  t o  likene s s.  

T od ay  w e  may  o b j e c t  t o  Aquinas’  conclusions  on  th e  grounds  tha t  th e  univers e  

is known  no t  t o  b e  a  per f e c t l y  predic t a b l e ,  w e ll-ord er e d  sy s t e m,  bu t  t o  ac t  in 

way s  tha t  are  s om e tim e s  hapha z ard  and  capricious.  We  may  als o  draw  

a t t en ti on  t o  th e  com bined  influence s  o f  g en e tic s  and  reciprocity.  The  f orm er  

sug g e s t s  tha t  tha t  charity  and  al truism  are,  at  lea s t  in par t,  th e  cons e qu enc e s  

o f  millions  o f  year s’  s el e c tiv e  dev e l o pm en t ,  and  th e  lat t e r  aris e s  fr om  an 

empirical unders t anding  tha t  a  w ell-ord er e d  s o cie t y  is mor e  cong enial  than  a  

chao tic  one.  

In any  ev en t,  it  s e e m s  tha t  w e  are  now  hard-wired  t o  de sire  th e  w ell-b eing  o f  

o th er  pe o pl e.

  

THE  TWENTIETH  CENTURY

Now  le t  me  jump  t o  th e  s e c ond  hal f  o f  th e  Tw en ti e t h  Century.  

Recen t  Christian  thinkers  hav e  s ou gh t  a  new  paradigm  through  which  t o  

expl or e  th e  idea  o f  lov e;  one  tha t  w a s  les s  le galis tic  than  Aquinas’s  and  mor e  

in acc ord  wi th  J e su s’  adm onition  t o  lov e  one’ s  neigh b our.  

Be f or e  expl oring  th e s e  idea s  how e v e r,  w e  hav e  t o  consider  a  fundam en t al  

que s ti on;  wh o  is my  neigh b our?

Pe t er  Singer  expl or e s  this  in his  disc onc er ting  cas e  s tudy,  The Shallow Pond 

and the Envelope. A man  is on  his  w ay  t o  an impor t an t  me e ting  wh en  he  

no tic e s  a  child dro wning  in a  pond.  In deciding  wh e t h er  t o  sav e  th e  child, th e  

man  unders t and s  tha t  th er e  is virtually  no  risk t o  him, bu t  he  migh t  consider  

th e  po s si b l e  dama g e  t o  his  sho e s  and  b eing  lat e  f or  his  me e ting.  How e v e r,  

say s  Singer, no  rea s ona b l e  per s on  w ould  f ail  t o  cond emn  him if  f or  th e s e  

rea s on s  he  decid e s  t o  walk  on. Next  day  th e  man  rec eiv e s  in th e  mail an app e al  

fr om,  say,  World  Vision, inviting  him t o  dona t e  t o  sav e  th e  life  o f  a  child in 
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Africa.  What,  ask s  th e  e thicis t,  is th e  dif f e r enc e  b e t w e e n  th e s e  t w o  decisions?  

Doe s  th e  man  o w e  a  gr e a t e r  moral  duty  o f  care  t o  th e  firs t  child?

I think he  do e s .  In th e  firs t  place  (and  this  is pro b a b l y  a  fla w  in th e  exampl e )  

he  may  b e  th e  only  per s on  in a  po si ti on  t o  sav e  th e  dro wning  child, while  w e  

can as sum e  tha t  th e  World  Vision le t t e r  has  b e en  s en t  t o  many  pe o pl e.  More  

t o  th e  point,  how e v e r  th e  dilemma  ough t  b e  consider e d  in t erm s  o f  th e  

em o ti onal  proximity  b e t w e e n  th e  charac t er s.  As  Aquinas  w ould  hav e  

unders t o o d ,  no  rea s ona b l e  per s on  finds  it  s trang e  or  repreh ensi bl e  if  I f e e l  a  

s tr ong er  a f finity  t o w ar d s  a  f amily  mem b e r,  a  friend  or  a  collea gu e  than  

t o w ar d s  a  s trang er.  Consider,  f or  exampl e,  Mrs J elly b y  in Dickens’  Bleak House, 

wh o  is s o  pre o ccupied  wi th  th e  po or  in Africa  tha t  sh e  is blind  t o  th e  squal or  in 

which  her  o wn  children  live. Even  mor e  remarka b l e  is th e  cas e  o f  th e  

Philadelphia  real-e s t a t e  millionaire,  Zell Kravinsky, wh o,  as  rep or t e d  b y  The New 

Yorker in 20 04,  gav e  aw ay  virtually  all o f  his  $40  million f or tune  and  th en,  

convinced  tha t  this  wa s  inadequa t e ,  dona t e d  one  o f  his  kidney s  t o  a  s trang er.  

Mr Kravinski’s  f amily  and  friends  consider e d  this  frankly  insane,  and  like  th em  

w e  unders t and  tha t  our  duty  o f  care  t o w a r d s  a  per s on  wh o  w e  can direc tly  

s e e  and  hear  and  t ouch  is gr e a t e r  than  f or  one  wh o s e  connec ti on  is les s  

immedia t e .  

LAW RATHER  THAN LOVE?

By th e  1950 s  (which  is wh en  I gr e w  up)  many  comm en t a t o r s  w er e  arguing  tha t  

Cath olic  moral  th e o l o g y  had  dev e l o p e d  an unbalanc ed  empha si s  on  th e  moral  

law,  exc e s siv ely  narrow  concern  wi th  me e ting  minimum moral  o b liga ti on s,  and  a  

pre o ccupa ti on  wi th  av oiding  sin rath er  than  doing  g o o d .  

Law  rath er  than  lov e,  th ey  said,  had  b e c o m e  th e  dominant  th em e  and  th e  

ou tc om e  wa s  tha t  a  per s on  av oid s  doing  wr ong,  no t  ou t  o f  lov e  f or  ei th er  

G o d  or  f ell o w  humans,  bu t  f or  s el fi sh  mo tiv e s  – mainly a  wish  t o  av oid  g oing  

t o  Hell.

This  cer t ainly  acc ord s  wi th  my  o wn  rec ollec ti ons  o f  ho w  I w a s  br ou gh t  up. The  

Christian  Broth er s  and  our  pries t s  nev er  tired  o f  pointing  ou t  th e  calamity  o f  

dying  while  in a  s t a t e  o f  mor t al  sin. Many s tra t e g i e s  w er e  recomm end e d;  
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magic  charms  and  proc e dur e s  which  guarant e e d  th e  w e ar er  immunity  fr om  Hell; 

a  shor t  Act of Contrition which  could  b e  recit e d  as  th e  truck  s w er v e d  ont o  th e  

f o o t p a t h .  The  empha si s  w a s  on  pre s erving  one s e l f  fr om  damna ti on.  Avoiding  

evil b e c au s e  it  o f f e n d e d  G o d,  th e  Bles s e d  Virgin and  o th er s  (saint s,  paren t s,  

t e a ch er s,  e t c ),  w a s  a  s e c ondary  considera ti on.  But  it  s till came  b e f o r e  th e  idea  

o f  doing  g o o d  f or  its  o wn  sak e.   

Indee d,  now  tha t  I think o f  it, this  a t ti tud e  als o  inform ed  th e  b a sic  w ay  th e  

Broth er s  (and  our  parent s  t o o ,  I think)  reared  us. Avoiding  punishment  wa s  

empha si s e d  mor e  than  s e eking  rew ard s.  Perhap s  this  appro ach  had  a  

pragma tic  b a si s.  Rath er  than  s triv e  f or  per f e c ti on  (a s  Christ  had  urged),  w e  

w er e  permit t e d  t o  s e t t l e  f or  a  pa s s  mark.   

I know  tha t  pe o pl e  fr om  o th er  Christian  tradi tions  will hav e  dif f e r en t  

rec ollec ti ons.  Perhap s  w e  can expl or e  th e s e  lat er.

THE  GOOD SAMARITAN

Many o f  th e  idea s  surrounding  altruis tic  philanthropy  res ona t e  wi th  Libera ti on  

The ol o g y .  Gusa t v o  Gu ti erre z,  a  Peruvian pries t  wh o  is credit e d  wi th  having  

popularis e d  this  philos o phy,  say s  tha t  th e  key  th em e  o f  th e  G o o d  Samaritan  

s t ory  is tha t  th e  Samaritan  had  f ar  les s  in comm on  wi th  th e  injured  trav ell er  

than  th o s e  wh o  pas s e d  b y  on  th e  o th er  side  o f  th e  road.  Actually  Gu ti err e z  

g o e s  fur th er.  He as s e r t s  tha t  w e  hav e  a  duty  t o  g o  ou t  and  look  f or  pe o pl e  

wh o  need  help.  

How  much  o f  one’ s  w e al th  is one  morally  o b lig e d  t o  give?  In th e  epis o d e  o f  

th e  Rich Young  Man (Mat t  19:16-30,  e t c )  J e su s  is explicit  – ev ery thing;  an 

ans w e r  tha t  disapp oint e d  th e  young  man  and  which  many  su b s e qu en t  thinkers  

hav e  s ou gh t  t o  dilut e.  

 

GIVING IN TWO COMPARABLE  TRADITIONS

JEWISH PHILANTRHOPY
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In many  par t s  o f  th e  w orld,  including  Australia, J e w s  are  pro b a b l y  th e  mo s t  

g en er ou s  mem b e r s  o f  s oci e t y.  This  pre o ccupa ti on  wi th  philanthropy  is long-

s t anding.  As  no t e d  a b o v e ,  th e  Torah  empha si s e s  th e  impor t anc e  o f  pro t e c ting  

and  b eing  g en er ou s  t o w a r d s  vulnera bl e  pe o pl e  – wid o w s ,  orphans  and  

s trang er s.

The  Hebr e w  w ord  tzedakah, is comm only  transla t e d  as  charity  bu t  has  a  mor e  

su b t l e  meaning.  Its  roo t  involv e s  no tions  o f  right e ou sn e s s ,  jus tic e  and  f airne s s.  

In Judaism  G o d  o wn s  ev ery thing  and  humans  are  only  t emp or ary  cus t o dians.  

Accordingly,  tzedekah do e s  no t  jus t  mean  an ac t  o f  g en er o si t y,  bu t  an ac t  o f  

jus tice  in which  th e  po or  rec eiv e  wha t  is th eir  due.  Leviticus  19:10  is a  g o o d  

exampl e.  And you shall not strip your vineyard bare, neither shall you gather  

the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and for  
the sojourner…’

Many Je wi sh  thinkers  hav e  expl or e d  this,  none  mor e  than  th e  12 th  Century  

thinker, Mos e s  Maimonide s,  wh o  said  tha t  th e  lea s t  virtuous  f orm  o f  

g en er o si t y  w a s  t o  giv e  as  littl e  as  po s si b l e,  as  infrequen tly  as  po s si b l e  and  as  

pu blicly  as  po s si b l e,  all th e  while  f e e ling  cont em p t  f or  th e  recipient.  

Never th el e s s ,  this  is s till b e t t e r  than  giving  nothing.  How e v er,  he  add e d,  th e  

mo s t  virtuous  f orm  o f  giving  is t o  giv e  a  loan  or  a  jo b  rath er  than  a  gi f t ,  s o  

pre s erving  th e  recipient’ s  s el f- re sp e c t  and  encoura ging  him t o  help  hims el f.

No discus si on  o f  Aus tralian philanthropy  can ignore  th e  as t onishing  

per f ormanc e  o f  J e w s  in this  country,  e s p e cially  in Melb ourne  wh er e,  on  my  

approxima t e  reckoning,  at  lea s t  hal f  o f  our  big g e s t  giv er s  are  J e wi sh  

individuals  or  f amilie s  – this  de s pi t e  th e  f a c t  tha t  J e w s  compris e  only  a b ou t  

0.8  perc en t  o f  th e  Vict orian popula ti on.  In my  b o o k  Giving it Away:  in Praise  

of Philanthropy I quo t e d  Sam  Lipski: 

No ma t t e r  how  religiously  o b s e r v an t  th e y  are,  all J e wi sh  pe o pl e  know  

tha t  giving  t o  your  o wn  community  is an e s s en tial  par t  o f  J e wi sh  

tradi tion.  The  Melb ourne  J e wi sh  community  is rela tiv ely  small  and  

ev ery on e  know s  ev ery on e  els e.   Having  a  philanthropic  f ounda ti on  has  

b e c o m e  one  o f  th e  done  thing s,  mainly b e c au s e  a  numb er  o f  th e  mor e  

prominent  J e wi sh  f amilie s  (Smorg on,  Gand el,  Bes en,  Prat t )  hav e  done  
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s o.  In addi tion,  th e  J e wi sh  community  is very  g o o d  at  making  you  f e e l  

g o o d  if  you  do  giv e,  and  guilty  if  you  don’t.  If  you  are  known  t o  hav e  a  

capacity  t o  giv e,  bu t  don’t  do  s o  at  th e  lev el  tha t  your  pe er s  think you  

should,  one  way  or  ano th er  you  will b e  t old.  Peer  gr oup  pre s sur e  is not  

unimpor t an t,  e s p e cially  in a  small  community.

This  might  s ound  trit e,  bu t  one  o f  th e  main rea s on s  why  J e wi sh  pe o pl e  

are  s o  g en er ou s  is th eir  immens e  gra ti tud e  t o  this  country.   A lo t  o f  

th e s e  pe o pl e  had  b e en  kicked  ou t  o f  Europ e,  had  no  idea  wh e t h er  any  

o th er  country  w ould  acc ep t  th em,  and  ev en tually  th ey  f ound  th em s e l v e s  

here.  I wa s  b orn  in Melb ourne  and  I’m jus t  old  enough  t o  remem b e r  wha t  

it  wa s  like  during  th e  war  year s.  Every one  in th e  J e wi sh  community  had  

rela tiv e s  and  friends  in Europe  and  w e  didn’t  know  wh e t h er  w e  w ould  

ev er  s e e  th em  again. But  w e  knew  s om eh o w  tha t  w e  had  b e en  sav e d;  

and  while  Aus tralia  wa sn’ t  per f e c t  – th er e  w a s  intol eranc e  and  anti-

Semitism  here  and  th er e  – w e  knew  w e  w er e  sa f e  and  w e  had  

opp or tunitie s  t o  do  w ell.  Tha t  led  t o  an a biding  s ens e  o f  gra ti tud e  and  

I think this  is th e  gr e a t  driving  f orc e  b e hind  J e wi sh  philanthropy.   

Melb ourne  als o  has  th e  highe s t  prop or ti on  o f  Holocau s t  survivors  in th e  

w orld,  and  f or  th em  th e s e  f e e ling s  w er e  ev en  s tr ong er.  The s e  pe o pl e  

t end  t o  b e  very  res ourc e ful  and  de t e rmined,  and  a  lo t  o f  th em  hav e  

b e en  very  succ e s s f ul.  

(Edit e d  version)

Carol  Schwar t z  is a  Melb ourne  bu sine s s  lead er  and  a  daugh t e r  o f  Marc Bes en,  

o f  th e  Sussan  f a shi on  chain and  a  prominent  Melb ourne  philanthropis t.  In her  

o wn  life  sh e  is s tr ongly  commit t e d  t o  very  enga g e d  f orm s  o f  philanthropy:-

I hav e  nev er  unders t o o d  why  J e w s  in litera ture  hav e  comm only  b e en  

depic t e d  as  mis er s.  In my  exp erience,  tha t  simply  isn’t  s o.  Perhap s  it’s  

b e c au s e  at  one  time  J e w s  in Europ e  w er e  no t  allo w e d  t o  o wn  land  and  

o f t en  w en t  into  bu sine s s  as  moneyl end er s.  This  w ould  inevita b l y  hav e  

led  t o  dif ficult  situa ti ons.   

We  are  taugh t  tha t  you  should  give  aw ay  a  t en th  o f  wha t  you  earn. 

You  learn tha t  fr om  a  young  ag e,  and  your  religion  and  culture  and  
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f amily  usually  hav e  s om e  influence.  In addi tion,  b e c au s e  many  o f  us  are  

re fu g e e s  w e  do  f e e l  w e  o w e  s om e t hing  t o  th e  Australian community  

tha t  has  allow e d  us  t o  b e  fr e e  and,  in many  cas e s ,  succ e s s f ul.  

Finally, I s e e  no  rea s on  not  t o  cit e  th e  w ond er ful  cas e  quo t e d  b y  Hilary L 

Rub ens t ein  in her  b o o k  The Jews in Victoria. It s e e m s  tha t  a  cer t ain Rev er end  

Davis  o f  Sydney  remarked  tha t  s om e  rec en t  Russian  J e wi sh  immigrant s  w er e  

no t  th e  ‘o b j e c ti ona b l e  money- lending  typ e’.  A popular  mag a zine,  Bohemia, 

comm en t e d  (po s si b ly  ironically): 

We  hav e  no  o b j e c ti on  … t o  th e  J e w s  b eing  money- lender s.  What  w e  

o b j e c t  t o  is tha t,  wh en  th ey  lend  th eir  money,  th ey  wan t  it  b ack  again. 

This  is th e  f e a t ur e  o f  th eir  conduc t  tha t  caus e s  th em  t o  b e  s o  

fr equ en tly  disliked.

MUSLIM PHILANTRHOPY

Philanthropy  and  charity  are  central  t en e t s  o f  Islam, and  many  Muslims  

reg ard  charity  as  a  f orm  o f  w or ship.  According  t o  tradi tional  conc ep t s  

o f  Islam, charity  is one  o f  th e  fiv e  pillars  o f  th e  f ai th  (along  wi th  

pray er,  b e lie f  in G o d  and  th e  Proph e t  Muhammad,  f a s t ing  in Ramadan,  

and  pilgrimag e  t o  Mecca).

What  is perhap s  le s s  w e ll  unders t o o d  ou t sid e  Muslim communitie s  is th e  

w ay  in which  philanthropy  binds  Muslims  t o  each  o th er.  In Muslim 

concep ti ons  o f  f ai th  and  community,  humans  are  linked  t o  each  o th er  

through  th eir  o b liga ti ons  t o  G o d.  A charita b l e  ac t  is not  th er e f o r e  

mer ely  an ac t  o f  f ai th,  nor  mer ely  an ac t  o f  community.  It is th e  building  

o f  community  through  f ai th,  and  th e  building  o f  f ai th  through  th e  

de e p ening  o f  community… Charity  is not  s o  much  an ac t  o f  pie t y  as  it  is 

one  o f  o b liga ti on.

Alterman,  J on  B and  Hunter,  Shirleen, The Idea of Philanthropy in Muslim 

Contexts, Centr e  f or  Strat e gic  and  Internati onal  Studie s,  Washing t on  DC 20 04.
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Not  surprisingly, Muslim idea s  o f  philanthropy  and  charity  hav e  dev e l o p e d  

dif f e r en t  charac t eris tic s  ov er  time,  in dif f e r en t  plac e s  and  through  Islam’s  

various  branche s.  Never th el e s s  th er e  are  s e v er al  comm on  no tions:

• Zakat: an o b liga t o r y  contribu ti on  g en erally  calculat e d  at  2.5 per  cent  o f  

w e al th.  In s om e  Muslim countrie s  zakat is impo s e d  on  companie s  as  a  

f orm  o f  tax..

• Sadaqah: voluntary  giving

• Kaffara:  penit en tial  giving, o f t e n  arising  fr om  having  br ok en  an oa th

• Khoms: o b liga t o r y  giving  by  Shia Muslims

• Waqf (pl .  awqaf): a  trus t  or  f ounda ti on,  typically  intend e d  t o  supp or t  

insti tu ti ons  such  as  mo squ e s,  scho ol s,  hospi t al s,  e t c.  A waqf can tak e  

th e  f orm  o f  a  f amily  f ounda ti on  de si gne d  t o  pa s s  w e al t h  b e t w e e n  

g en era ti on s  or  t o  pro t e c t  th e  inter e s t s  o f  w om en  or  o f  sp e ci fic  group s.  

Ther e  are  als o  corp ora t e- b a s e d  awqaf.

Not  surprisingly, Muslim philanthropy  in Australia  has  f oll o w e d  br o a d  pa t t e rns  

similar t o  th o s e  o f  o th er  immigrant s.  The  firs t  Muslim migrant s  here  w er e  

Afghan  camel e e r s  wh o,  in th e  s e c ond  hal f  o f  th e  19 th  century,  op en e d  up much  

o f  th e  interior. They  contribu t e d  t o  th e  e s t a b li shm en t  o f  mo squ e s  and  o th er  

insti tu ti ons,  mainly in Adelaide  and  Perth,  and  als o  t o  roughly-built  ‘bush  

mo squ e s ’  which  als o  s erv e d  as  re s t  s t o p s  in th e  interior.  The s e  day s  mo s t  

Muslim philanthropy  in Australia  is mo s t l y  direc t e d  t o  caus e s  and  organisa ti on s  

wi thin tha t  community  – scho o l s,  mo squ e s ,  nursing  hom e s  and  th e  like. In 

addi tion,  s om e  Muslim companie s  claim  s tr ong  mutual  community  supp or t .  The  

Muslim Community  Co-op era tiv e  (Aus tralia)  Ltd is an inter e s ting  exampl e.  

Founded  in 1989  it  mainly provide s  housing  loans  bu t  op era t e s  on  Shariah 

principle s  which  prohi bi t  th e  charging  o f  inter e s t .  

We  are  als o  s t ar ting  t o  s e e  th e  em er g enc e  o f  individual Muslims  wh o,  having  

b e en  succ e s s f ul  in bu sine s s ,  are  s e t t ing  up  f ounda ti on s  tha t  are  mor e  or  le s s  

indis tinguisha bl e  fr om  o th er s.  J ohn  Ilhan, f ound er  o f  th e  Crazy  J ohn’s  re t ail  

communica tions  chain is th e  b e s t- known  o f  th e s e .

GODLESS  GIVING
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It is perhap s  appropria t e  here  t o  introduc e  brie fly  ano th er  issue:  if  G o d  do e s  

no t  exis t,  why  do  w e  b o t h e r  t o  b e  g en er ou s?  According  t o  leg end,  th e  lat e  

Kerry  Packer  ent er t ained  this  idea  f oll o wing  his  recov ery  fr om  a  near-f a t al  

hear t  a t t a ck  in 1990.  ‘Son, I’ve  b e en  t o  th e  o th er  side’  he  is rep or t e d  t o  hav e  

said.  ‘Ther e’ s  nothing  th er e.  And do  you  know  wha t  tha t  means?  You  can do  

wha t e v e r  you  f--ing  like’

It’s  w or th  remarking  tha t,  unlike  96  perc en t  o f  Americans,  neither  o f  th e  t w o  

b e s t- known  American philanthropis t s  o f  mod ern  time s,  Bill Ga t e s  and  Warren  

Buf f e t t ,  are  religious.  Neither  wa s  Andre w  Carnegie,  wh o,  b e f o r e  Buf f e t t  and  

Ga t e s ,  wa s  perhap s  America’s  gr e a t e s t  philanthropis t.  Note  t o o  tha t  neither  

Ga t e s  nor  Buf f e t t  hav e  built  monument s  f or  th em s e l v e s ,  like  new  ho spi t al s  or  

cancer  res e arch  cent er s,  or  spl endid  archit e c tural  s t a t e m en t s  a t  elit e  

universitie s.  Inst e a d,  th e  bulk  o f  th e  money  is direc t e d  t o  exis ting  

or g anisa ti ons  wh o  are  w orking  t o  reliev e  human  su f f e ring.

Could  it  b e  tha t  th e  mo tiva ti on  f or  this  s or t  o f  giving  is f ar  clo s er  t o  th e  

al truis tic  ideal  than  mo s t  tradi tional  philanthropy?  It do e s  s e em  clo s er  t o  th e  

s or t  o f  giving  tha t  J e su s  rec omm end e d.

CORPORATE  GIVING

Corpora t e  philanthropy  (or  CSI, CSR, Corpora t e  Citiz enship)  is g e t t ing  a  lo t  o f  

a t t en ti on  lat ely.  Doe s  altruism  hav e  a  plac e  in CSI. Natalie  T o oh e y,  Direc t or  o f  

G o v ernm en t,  Indus try  and  Community  Rela ti ons  at  th e  Fos t e r’ s  Gr oup,  

expl or e d  this  argumen t  in an article  Australian Financial Review. 

Far fr om  saving  th e  w orld,  my  vie w  is tha t  bu sine s s  sh ould  b e  enga g e d  

in s tra t e g ic  CSR ac tivitie s  t o  sav e  its el f,  as  a  mains tr e am  risk-

manag e m en t  and  opp or tunity-cap turing  ex ercis e.  Ther e  is no  sham e  

a b ou t  b eing  upfr on t  a b ou t  this... T o  pre t end  tha t  w e  are  any thing  

o th er  than  bu sine s s  can only  undermine  our  repu ta ti on  and  invite  

charg e s  o f  grands t anding  and  f al s e  pie t y,  t o  say  no thing  o f  th e  

credi bility  hit  w e  tak e  wh en,  inevita b l y,  w e  f ail  t o  make  a  big  enough  

dent  in th e  w orld’s  a f f lic ti ons…
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View e d  fr om  all side s,  th e  b e s t  appr oa ch  mus t  b e  t o  re sis t  th e  current  

pre s sur e  t o  s e p ara t e  CSR fr om  mains tr e am  bu sine s s  ac tivity  and  reg ard  

it  as  a  moral  o b liga ti on… A numb er  o f  Australian bu sine s s e s  … now  

manag e  CSR pro gram s  tha t  explicitly  aim  t o  make  a  ma t erial  

contribu ti on  t o  th e  achiev em en t  o f  cor e  bu sine s s  g o al s.  

Australian Financial Review, 7  March 20 0 6

In o th er  w ord s,  CSI is and  should  b e  a  par t  o f  a  company’ s  normal  bu sine s s.

An inter e s ting  al t erna t e  vie w  wa s  put  b y  one  o f  my  s tud en t s  

The  concep t s  [of  CSI] call f or  altruis tic, or  at  lea s e  les s  s el f- s erving,  

b eh a vi our  and  ac tion.  This  involv e s  conc ep t s  o f  a biding  wi th  th e  spirit, 

no t  jus t  th e  le t t e r,  o f  th e  law  in rela tion  t o  corp ora t e  g o v e rnance  and  

e thics  (cer t ain  b eh a vi our  and  ac tions  are  t o  b e  dismis s e d  

no t wi th s t anding  th ey  are  t e chnically  leg al  or  w ould  maximise  pro fi t s ),  

philanthropy  (th e  conc ep t  o f  charity  as  giving  f or  no  re turn)  and  

s ocial… 

To  enga g e  in CSI wi th ou t  em br acing  this  altruism  means  tha t  th e  e f f o r t  

can b e  s e en  as  a  f orm  o f  opp or tunis tic  pu blic  rela ti ons  or  adv er ti sing… 

CSI initiativ e s  will alway s  run a  po or  s e c ond  t o  bu sine s s  o b j e c tiv e s  as  th e  

primary  mo tiva ti on  – doing  g o o d  b e c o m e s  a  mer e  b y-produc t  o f  

bu sine s s  end e a v our s,  no t  a  po si tiv e  re sp on si bility  o f  th e  company.

CONCLUSION

The  res e arch  on  which  this  talk  is b a s e d  included  intervie w s  wi th  a b ou t  t w en t y  

Christian  bu sine s s  pe o pl e.  At  firs t  I exp e c t e d  tha t  th er e  w ould  b e  a  clear  

dif f e r enc e  in th e  w ay  Christians  and  non-Christians  envisa g e d  and  prac ti s e d  

giving.  But  no.

The  main dif f e r enc e  b e t w e e n  Christians  and  non-Christians  is th e  languag e  in 

which  th ey  de s cri b e  th eir  mo tiva ti on  and  th e  cons e qu enc e s  o f  th eir  ac tions.  For 
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a  Christian  it  s e e m s  rela tiv ely  simple  t o  explain why  one  sp end s  time,  money  

and  ener gy  doing  g o o d  (in f ac t  it  is pro b a b l y  harder  t o  jus ti f y  why  one  do e s  

no t).  But  an agno s tic  or  a th ei s t  wh o  carries  ou t  ac t s  o f  altruis tic  kindnes s  is 

g en erally  unabl e  t o  claim  anything  mor e  than  humanis tic  mo tiv e s .  Perhap s  

pe o pl e  wh o  do  g o o d  wi th ou t  ackno wl e d g e d  divine  inspiration  can b e  

consider e d  mor e  altruis tic. At  any  rat e,  th ey  canno t  say  th e y  are  counting  on  

b eing  reward e d  in th e  nex t  life.

It s e e m s  tha t  th e  he  main conclusion  tha t  com e s  fr om  this  re s e arch  is tha t  

th er e  is no  uniquely  Christian  approa ch  t o  giving.  Can th e  sam e  b e  said  a b ou t  

o th er  f ai th s?  Well, tha t  (a s  w e  acad emic s  are  f ond  o f  saying)  will require  

fur th er  res e arch.

Thank  you.
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