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unaffiliated observer filed his human research training credentials with the University of 

Nebraska IRB office.   

 Interview data for the 36 participants were used in the present analyses.  The 

number of participants was determined by the concept of “saturation” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998) or “redundancy” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Both of these concepts suggest the 

researcher should include participants in interviews until it becomes evident that 

additional data will not add meaningful information to the emergent themes and theory.  

Data were confirmed by conducting a member check, a verification strategy in which the 

researcher interviews participants to clarify information or add further explanations to 

concepts gathered in the interviews.   

Participant Demographics 

 The demographic distribution of the interview subjects included men, women, and 

children.  Of the 36 interview participants, 22 participants were male (Male = 22) and 14 

participants were female (Female = 14).  The average age for both genders was 39, giving 

the entire sample an average age of 39 as well (Mage = 39).  All but three of the 

participants were married.  Eight participants were under the age of 18.  All male 

participants over age 18 had either rabbinical ordination or were studying toward 

ordination.  All participants under age 18 were enrolled in private Jewish schools or were 

preschool age.  Occupations of adult participants included, clergy, homemakers, teachers, 

school administrators, non-profit human services workers, non-profit Jewish organization 

executive, non-profit Jewish organization workers (program director, office worker, etc.). 
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Interview Protocol 

According to Charmaz (2006), grounded theory interview questions should 

proceed in a sequential order including; 1) Initial Open-ended Questions which are 

general questions about an incident or event related to the research question.  These 

questions are used to open up the discussion for the interviewee and allow them to find a 

starting place to talk to the interviewer; 2) Intermediate Questions include more specific 

probes about thoughts and feelings related to the action.  In this stage, questions about 

personal beliefs and values most likely will emerge; and, 3) Ending Questions focus on 

“lessons learned” and insights gained from the experiences discussed in the interview.   

Upon gathering demographic information from the participant, the sequential 

format described above was used to guide the interview.  Open-ended Questions in this 

study focused on the Orthodox Jewish community.  Intermediate questions focused on 

relationships with parents and other adults who have had an impact on their life.  Finally, 

the Ending Questions in this study focused on insights the participants had about their 

individual views on the purpose, practice, and outcomes of altruism.  Extensive field 

notes were taken and interpreted at the end of each day of research.   

Three general constructs related to altruistic behavior were applied to establish a 

starting point for the questions in each stage of the interview process.  The first construct 

is growth of concern for others, which focuses on the time when the subject first begins 

to “reveal an interest in and reaction to the needs of others” (Grusec, 1981, p.  67).  A 

sample question in this section would be, “Do you remember a time, when you were 

younger, that you felt concern for another person? Please tell me about that incident”.  

The second construct used to guide the inquiry is “empathy-specific rewards and 
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punishment”.  This construct refers to the role of parents and other adults in the 

establishment of empathy through reward and punishments (Batson, 1991).  A typical 

question from this construct would be, “Can you recall a time when a parent or other 

adult rewarded you for helping someone or punishedyou  for not helping someone?” 

Please describe what happened in both cases – how were you rewarded or punished?” 

Finally, the third construct, prosocial moral judgment (Eisenberg, Lennon, & Pasternack, 

1986) refers to dilemmas faced by children “concerning conflicts between prosocial 

behavior and obedience to rules or laws” (p.  125).  A sample question based on this 

construct would be, “Have you ever been in a situation when you felt like you wanted to 

help someone but were afraid you would be going against ‘the rules’ if you helped that 

person? How did you handle that situation?”  

Research Logistics and Interview Schedule 

 Specific locations for the interviews and observations were secured by contacting 

former students and other Orthodox Jews known by the researcher.  The location of the 

interview with the day and time of the interviews was confirmed by email, phone, or in 

person.  The interviews (n=36) were conducted from October 25, 2009 – October 6, 2010 

in person and by phone.  Each participant or group of participants was interviewed from 

45 minutes to 1 hour.  Of the 36 interviews, 12 interviews were recorded and later 

transcribed.  Three family interviews were conducted but only one was recorded.  The 

participants in the one recorded family interview were at least eighteen years old and the 

setting was conducive to a set down interview.  It was not feasible to record the other two 

families because of activity in the background (family members coming and going) and 

normal family interruptions.  In addition to these family interviews, ethnographic 
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observations were made during less formal family visits and family celebrations such as 

weddings, Bar Mitzvah, etc. 

When possible, interviews were recorded on audiotape for transcription.  After 

each set of interviews were completed, the interviews were transcribed by a trained 

transcriptionist from the Orthodox Jewish community so that all idiosyncrasies such as 

Yiddish or Hebrew phrases were recorded accurately, and so that other unique factors 

such as regional accents and dialects would be clearly understood and recorded.  The 

transcriptionist was recruited through word-of-mouth.  A fee arrangement was negotiated 

between the researcher and transcriptionist.  In addition, a Transcriptionist 

Confidentiality Form (Appendix G) a Transcriptionist Contract was signed by the 

transcriptionist (Appendix H). 

The Jewish Switchboard 

When general questions arose about specific aspects of Jewish life and customs, 

experts were contacted to help explain the finer points.  Rabbis, rabbinical students, 

workers in Jewish organizations, teachers and Jewish housewives routinely answered 

questions regarding Jewish laws and theology as well as family customs and traditions.  

This process worked much like a “Jewish Switchboard”, with the researcher reaching out 

to an initial contact source for additional information or clarification.  If the initial contact 

was unfamiliar with a concept or unable to answer a question, the contact would 

recommend an expert for additional information.  Subsequent calls were made until a 

clear and satisfactory answer was obtained.   
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Data Analysis 

 As stated above, grounded theory is a research paradigm that is aimed at creating 

a new theory or elaborating upon existing theories (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998).  Grounded theory is not used to test theories.  The grounded theory 

building process involves “conceiving or intuiting ideas…and formulating them into a 

logical, systematic, and explanatory scheme” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 21).  The 

process also involves the interaction of data collection, development of concepts, and 

ultimately suggesting relationships between concepts.  Throughout this process, emerging 

themes, constructs, and theories are “grounded” to the data.  Likewise, the clarity of the 

emergent themes, constructs, and theories are based on clear definitions, contextual 

circumstances, semantic relationships, and coherence (Hillman, 2010).  Hillman (2010) 

reinforces this call for construct clarity with a clear statement that “ …[constructs] are 

usually the result of creative building upon preexisting constructs, which themselves refer 

to other extant constructs, in an ongoing web of referential relationships” (p. 350).  

 The process of data coding in a grounded theory study involves several steps for 

the researcher.  First, the researcher must be sensitized to the central themes of interest by 

reviewing exstant theory and research thereby further grounding research in theory.  

Second, the data is scanned for relevant words and concepts.  Third, focused attention is 

applied to words, phrases, passages, and other information relevant to the theory.  Finally, 

data are conceptualized by labeling and extrapolating information in a creative and 

imaginative manner (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   

 The coding procedure applied in this study closely follows the steps suggest by 

Charmaz (2006) which are largely based on Glazer’s (1978) and Strauss & Corbin’s 
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(1990) approaches to data analysis.  The data were analyzed using four levels of coding; 

1) initial coding (line-by-line coding, invivio codes), 2) focused coding, 3) axial coding, 

and 4) theoretical coding.  At all stages of the coding process, the data were searched 

until recurring themes and codes reached a point of saturation and the researcher was 

satisfied that analyzing the data further would not add anything new to what had already 

been discovered (Creswell, 1998).  Triangulation of the data also occurred at all stages of 

the research project with multiple sources of verification used to confirm findings.  Once 

again, these sources included observations, member checking, Jewish writings and source 

texts, and general participation in the Jewish cultural milieu. 

 Saturation of themes was reached after the twelfth interview in this study.  At this 

point, the decision was made to change the interview protocol in order to focus on 

questions that could help clarify and add depth to the already saturated themes.  I began 

to search for possible reasons for the high degree of consistency of responses between 

respondents.  As a result, the second interview protocol was more free-flowing, 

beginning with questions about specific concepts from Jewish source texts, customs, and 

practices related to altruism and calling, all of which had been repeatedly referred to 

during the first twelve interviews.  Additionally, the second set of interviews were 

conducted in decidedly more spontaneous ways with interviews occurring “on the fly” in 

multiple settings and locations.  These interviews were not recorded because the 

interviews occurred in settings that made recording difficult or impossible.  Several 

phone interviews were included in this second set.  In all of these cases, interview notes 

were taken when possible and interview content was entered into a reflective journal.  

This procedure was based on Charmaz’s (2006) notion of the sustained presence of the 
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researcher in the researcher setting as a guiding force in the direction and content of the 

line of inquiry.  Examples of a recorded interview and phone interview are included in 

Appendix I & J. 

Initial Coding 

 Initial coding is the process of examining each sentence of interview 

transcriptions, observation notes, biographies and other written material to label each line 

with a name or code.  Charmaz (2006, p. 50) stated that this step can be aided by the 

following strategies: 

● Breaking the data up into their component parts or properties 

● Defining the actions on which they rest 

● Looking for tacit assumptions   

● Explicating implicit action an meanings 

● Crystallizing the significance of points 

● Comparing data with data 

● Identifying gaps in the data 

 The goal of this step in grounded theory is to get a closer look at what participants 

said in interviews or what they did during observations.  Line by line coding also 

involves highlighting and collecting in vivo codes. In vivo codes represent specific terms 

used by the participant which are used to ascribe meaning to their thoughts and actions.  

These codes are then examined to condense their meaning and action. They are then 

coded in ways that relate directly to the data and emerging categories.   

 For this study all interview transcriptions and field notes were scanned line-by-

line.  Transcriptions were formatted so that the text was on the right half of the paper with 
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a left margin consisted of a three inch textbox the length of the page.  As the transcript 

was scanned, notes were typed into the left margin that identified key actions and 

processes, clarified significant points, in keeping with Charmaz’s (2006) advice for 

conducting line by line coding.  

Focused Coding 

 The next step in the data analysis process was to bring more focus to the data by 

selecting codes that help combine multiple ideas and concepts ultimately reducing and 

refining the data (Charmaz, 2006).  Interview data were examined for recurring codes and 

code themes. Some themes became saturated very quickly so that by the time all the 

interviews were completed, a small bit of focused coding had already taken place.  The 

resultant list of codes and themes acted much like a lens, bringing fuzzier codes, general 

descriptions, and other bits of information into a coherent level of focus.   

 Relevant data were re-read more closely to locate and clarify aspects of altruism 

and calling hidden in initial codes or within specific passages of the transcripts.  Codes 

and data were compared across interviews and other data sources and insight were noted 

in memos at the end of the transcripts.  For instance, informative codes from one 

interview were overlaid onto another interview to help clarify or illuminate data in that 

interview (Charmaz, 2006).  At the same time, gaps in the data were beginning to narrow 

as the coding and member-checking process progressed.  Member checking is a 

technique to verify data by checking with members of the population being studied 

(Creswell, 1998).  In this stage member checking was used to help bring more focus to 

the emerging codes.   
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Axial Coding  

 According to Creswell (1998), the axial coding step involves organizing and 

reconstituting large amounts of data in new ways in order to add meaning and clarity to 

the emerging data.  For this study, I followed Charmaz’s (2006) suggestion to develop 

subcategories of categories and then show how these ideas are linked together.   

 Rather than being a linier interview-by-interview process, coding of the 

interviews involved iterative and ongoing within, and between, interview analyses.  This 

process corresponds to the pattern described by Parry and Mendl (2002) as to the coding 

processes within and between interview data.  Taken together, these steps create an entire 

process of interwoven activities that allow the theory to emerge from the data and adding 

more and more clarity and definition to the relationships between emerging constructs. 

Memo writing and free writing helped reduce codes in the initial coding and focused 

coding stage and later aided in making connections between codes in the axial and 

theoretical coding stages. 

Theoretical Coding  

 At this stage, relationships between codes are revealed and corresponding 

hypothesis about these relationships begin to emerge and the first constructs of the 

grounded theory begin to take shape (Charmaz, 2006).  In this study, the first construct to 

emerge was related to low empathy.  The creation of the model involved making sure the 

connection made sense from a data standpoint.  For this step I asked myself the question, 

“Does this proposed relationship describe what I saw and heard in the interview data and 

what I saw and heard in the ethnographic context”?  Then I linked or, grounded, this 

relational model to empathy-altruism and the principlism construct research from Batson 
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(1995).  As stated in the literature review of this study, Batson (1987) posited that 

although we can observe an empathy-helping relationship, the ultimate goal of the helper 

may be to gain a self benefit resulting from unintended consequences such as recognition 

for helping or some kind of reward for helping.  Batson (2007), also considered 

principlism and collectivism as other possible sources of altruism.  

Researcher Bias 

 As an ethnographic researcher I came to this project with certain biases that are 

rooted in my socialization process and worldview.  While measures were taken to 

minimize the effects of my personal biases on this research, in the interest of full 

disclosure, I offer the following factors that could arguably have biased the results of this 

study.   

Partnership Bias 

 As previously stated in the Background section, this study resulted from a 

partnership between the researcher’s employer and the NCYI, a Jewish support and 

advocacy organization in New York City.  The researcher was responsible for curriculum 

development and instruction of courses offered to students who were recruited through 

the NCYI.  The researcher did not receive any money directly from the NCYI for 

professional services.  The researcher’s teaching obligations were part of his contract 

with his employer.    

 Given the nature of the partnership, I acknowledge that it is possible that my line 

of inquiry could have been moderated by the need to maintain a positive relationship 

within the community.  As Graziano, Bruce, & Sheese (2007) mentioned, “some people 

may be biased toward seeing all (or most) people in a positive light, for maintaining good 
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relationships with them, and for getting along and being liked” (p. 566).  On the other 

hand, several of the ethnographic experiences described in this research took place 

outside the context of the organizational partnership.  

 Furthermore, virtually all of my findings can be corroborated and verified by 

consulting Jewish source texts or Orthodox Jewish scholars.  Ongoing discussions of 

topics such as altruism (chesed) and many other prosocial behaviors are discussed daily 

in study groups, schools, and synagogues, Jewish blogs, or any number of Jewish 

communication outlets.  I am reasonably confident in stating that altruism and calling are 

stable and consistent parts of the Jewish lexicon, worldview, and religion.  My line of 

inquiry was informed and directed by social psychological constructs of altruism. 

 A couple of measures were taken to help address possible bias in the 

interpretation of data.  First, two researchers with extensive experience in grounded 

theory research were enlisted to help verify that interviews and field notes were coded 

properly.  Second, when specific Jewish philosophical or religious principles were 

referred to which required further explanation, an Orthodox Rabbi and/or a Torah scholar 

was consulted to help interpret the meaning or intent of any such information.  As the 

research project unfolded, adjustments such as these were made to address other possible 

researcher bias. 

Nonjudgmental Orientation 

 In order to ameliorate possible issues raised by the biases described above, I took 

a very non-judgmental stand toward the culture and people presented in this study.  

Therefore, I can confidently state that I went into this research project understanding that 

I was privileged to be allowed to teach, socially interact, and conduct research within the 



52 

Orthodox Jewish community.  I had no ethnocentric aim nor did I exhibit any 

ethnocentric behavior during the duration of this study.  That is to say, I did not view my 

own cultural values as germane to this study.  I suspended my own beliefs when 

interacting with the research population in the roles of instructor, researcher, partner, 

friend, and guest.  Likewise, all of the members of the Orthodox Jewish community I 

came in contact with treated me with respect, also with a non-judgmental orientation. 
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Chapter IV 

Results 

Emergent Constructs 

 Themes and theoretical codes that emerged from the data were verified and 

compared to extant theories of altruism and calling, thereby grounding the emergent 

constructs in the altruism research literature.  The results reported in this section came 

about by comparing the research data to the conceptual framework of theories of altruism 

listed in Figure 2 below.  In subsequent sections of this chapter, each theory, construct, 

description combination is reassembled to reflect how the current theories and constructs 

were either modified or clarified to provide a succinct picture of how the various paths to 

altruism work within the context of the Orthodox Jewish community. 

 

Theory Construct Description 

Empathy-Altruism 

Empathetic 
Response Motivation to help is 

emotion based.  Help 
another to help one’s self.  Egoism 

Collectivism-Altruism 
Benefit the Group 

Motivated to produce 
positive collective 

outcomes. 
Concern for group 

welfare. 
Group Identity 

Principlism-Altruism 
Benefit the Other “Transcendent” self, 

focused on the other. 
Responsible for upholding 

a moral principle.  Moral Integrity 

 

Figure 2. Altruism theories and constructs (based on Batson et al., 2007; Coles, 1986; 

Hargrove, 2009).  
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Participant Characteristics 

 This section begins with brief descriptions of a few clearly established 

characteristics of the Orthodox Jewish people, families, and communities that provided 

the context for this study.  These descriptions are based on ethnographic observations and 

experiences, in-depth discussions about Judaism with Orthodox Jews, and extant text and 

research on Orthodox Judaism (Charmaz, 2006) with the purpose of producing as 

accurate list as possible some of the consistent behaviors and values I encountered in 

preparation of this study.  This information is important to the process of establishing a 

context in the form of a cultural backdrop that gives place and meaning to the processes 

described in the emergent constructs.  

 After composing each characteristic in the list below, the individual 

characteristics were discussed by phone with a member of the Orthodox community to 

help refine the accuracy of the descriptions.  The end goal of this process was to create a 

valid list of characteristics that would be understandable to non-Jews and also accurate in 

the eyes of Orthodox Jews.   

People of the Word 

 A primary defining aspect of Orthodox Judaism is the study of Torah, or the bible, 

comprised of the five books of Moses.  Torah not only tells the story of Jewish history 

and civilization from its very beginning, it also contains 613 commands; the original Ten 

Commandments as well as an additional 603 commandments, derived from the five 

books of Moses.  These commandments or Miztvot are categorized into 365 negative 

commandments and 248 positive commandments.  Negative commandments are those 

that prohibit such acts as murder, adultery, theft and so on.  Positive commandments 



55 

provide direction on what should be done when conducting business, celebrating a 

holiday or lifecycle event, preparing food, and many other aspects of Jewish daily life 

(Donin, 1972).  

 The Talmud, or commentary on Torah, is made up of a staggering 63 volumes and 

over 12,800 printed pages.  Each page contains a central tractate that is surrounded with 

progressively smaller and smaller commentaries from great scholars, rabbis, and sages.  

Torah and Talmud are studied daily by Jewish males for as much time of the day as 

possible.  Rabbinical students attending yeshiva debate and discuss the finer points of 

Torah and Talmud in lively multi-person, multi-issue debates.  A typical day in yeshiva is 

made up of 8-12 hours of study. 

Love of Learning 

 I heard the following story from a rabbi: “A somewhat famous rabbi once 

appeared as guest on a non-Jewish radio talk show.  At one point, the interview came 

around to the topic of Jewish education.  The interviewer said to the rabbi, ‘Rabbi, your 

community is very well known for its emphasis on education and the students in your 

community always test out as some of the brightest students in the country.  My question 

is this; how soon do you begin educating your children?’  The rabbi answered, about 18 

to 20 years before they are born”. 

 Studying Torah, Talmud, and many other important Jewish texts is a significant 

aspect of Jewish life, which is evident in the weekly hours, spent reading and discussing 

Jewish history, law, and theology.  Jewish books are ubiquitous in Jewish homes, 

businesses, and gathering places.  And there seems to be no bounds to when or where a 

Jewish person can study.  In fact, one novel approach to studying is used daily on a NYC 
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area commuter train.  Each morning, on one car of the train, you will find a Jewish study 

group, busily pouring over the daily Talmud lesson or “tractate”, led by a local rabbi who 

has been conducting these lessons for 20 years (Yi, 2005).  During my own travels 

around NYC, I personally noticed that Orthodox Jewish subway riders were always 

reading a Jewish source text while traveling from one destination to another. 

Two Jews, Three Opinions 

 Early on in this ethnographic study, I realized that virtually any issue brought up 

in a formal classroom setting or in a group discussion outside the classroom, were 

subjected to a passionate and robust examination.  The discussions were not the type in 

which one person speaks, then another, then another.  Instead, issues were discussed in an 

exchange between multiple participants at once.  At first, this method seemed chaotic, but 

I was soon taught the phrase “two Jews, three opinions”, meaning that for every issue, 

multiple perspectives will be applied to the discussion vis-à-vis appropriate sources.   

 Learning through debate begins early in a young Jewish man’s life.  Debate is a 

central part of the yeshiva (or rabbinical school) method of instruction.  During rabbi-

guided visits to several yeshivas in Brooklyn, I witnessed a large room full of young 

rabbinical students in groups of five or more students all engaged in a lively debate of a 

specific aspect of the Talmud that was proposed by the lead rabbi in the room.  My rabbi 

guides also showed me the tall bookcases that lined walls of the main room with 

Talmudic texts and other reference sources.  Students whizzed by us on their way to the 

bookshelves to pick up a specific volume for reference in their debate.  Meanwhile as a 

rabbinical student debated with another student, a third student entered the conversation 

to discuss the central issue while, at the same time, maintaining the original debate with 
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his group of three or more study partners.  I often described this form of discussion as 

“three dimensional debate”.  

Observing Shabbos 

 One of the central commandments from Torah is to “keep holy the Sabbath.  This 

means that Orthodox Jews are not allowed to conduct business, perform works of labor. 

Or “start a fire” on Shabbos.  Therefore they are forbidden to drive automobiles or 

engage in any activity that requires the use of electricity.  Shabbos begins at sundown on 

Friday and ends at sundown on Saturday.  Jewish families and friends walk together to 

services and celebrate the various aspects of Shabbos, opening their homes to family 

members and friends who may come from nearby or far away to celebrate this day of rest 

with loved ones.   

 Shabbos is a time for reflection and relaxation.  For 24 hours at the end of each 

week, Orthodox Jews spend their day studying and conversing with family.  Shabbos is 

but one of many extremely important beliefs and practices, that bring the Orthodox 

Jewish community together and provide a common, shared spiritual experience. 

According to Donin (1972), 

To persons looking in from the outside – Jew or gentile – the Sabbath might 
appear to be restrictive.  A cursory acquaintance with its restrictions might lead 
one to assume that it is an austere day for those who observe it, a day lacking joy 
and spirit.  Yet experienced from within, it is just the reverse.  It serves as a 
glorious release from weekday concerns, routine pressures, and even secular 
recreation.  It is a day of peaceful tranquility, inner joy and spiritual uplift, 
accompanied by song and cheer. (p. 62) 
 
Modesty 

 Jewish men and women work together and interact with each other socially in 

appropriate and modest ways.  In most cases, men are not allowed to shake a women’s 
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hand out of respect for the women’s physical boundaries and also to avoid physical 

contact with a member of the opposite gender who is not one’s spouse.  Orthodox Jewish 

men and women wear modest clothing, professional attire for men and modest but 

modern attire for women.  Modesty is also practiced in speech and conduct.  Vulgar 

language is frowned upon and boastfulness is distained.   

Humor Abounds  

 A rabbi was once asked by his non-Jewish friends, “Rabbi, whenever I hear you 

discuss an issue with another Jew, you always seem to answer every question with 

another question.  I would like to ask, why so many questions?”  The rabbi looked at his 

friend and answered, “Why not?” 

 Many of the interviews conducted during the course of this study were sprinkled 

with Jewish humor.  The Jewish brand of humor I encountered was witty, ironic, and 

often self-effacing.  Humor in the Jewish community is often used to make a point, 

convey a philosophy of life, or lighten the mood in a serious setting.  In short, humor is 

used to help both the socialization and learning processes.   

 Many Jewish jokes or humorous stories end with morals that are revealed after the 

laughter has subsided.  When a concept or idea is presented but not quite comprehended 

by the receiver, the presenter of the idea will often inserted the familiar phrase, “have you 

ever heard the story (or joke) about so and so?’  The joke or story is then told to help the 

receiver imagine the story in a more creative way, resulting in a memorable and 

satisfying lesson (Cueva, 2010). 
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Commitment to Family 

 While Jewish values and conduct are rooted in religious source texts, Jewish life 

is clearly rooted in family and community.  Life for a child born into a Jewish family 

begins with big family celebrations that include a bris (ritual circumcision) for boys, Bar 

Mitzvah also for boys.  Parents work hard, sometimes holding down two or three jobs to 

provide their children with a solid home and a good education.  Since they have larger 

than average family sizes, older siblings are often seen assisting with the care for younger 

siblings, keeping them entertained by reading with them or playing games with them.  

And it is not uncommon to have a set of grandparents living in extended family 

situations, providing yet another layer of supervision and stability to the home.   

 All of the children met and/or interviewed for this project were confident, 

intelligent, well mannered and respectful.  In each home I visited there was an air of 

cooperation and happiness.  I was struck by how consistent the habits and routines were 

from home to home.  For example, at mealtime in every home, some children helped their 

parents prepare meals while their brothers or sisters completed homework assignments 

nearby.  Conversation during meals was always interesting and stimulating.  Topics 

ranging from Judaism and archeology to American history and science were served up at 

dinner in robust and lively discussions. After meals, pre and post Bar Mitzvah age boys 

were off to study Talmud with their study partner at the shul down the street.  Young 

siblings and girls either continued to study homework or were out the door to go help 

with a charity or community event. 

 When a child reaches an appropriate age for dating and marriage, they state their 

intentions to begin dating.  Dates are often arranged by shidduch (a matchmaking 
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process) which includes gathering and sharing information on the male and female who 

are to be matched.  Matches are made along very important lines including shared values, 

personality compatibility, and background and so on.  By the time a couple meets for the 

first date, always in a public setting, they already know a great deal about each other.  

Couples do not continue dating if either party is not comfortable moving to the second 

date.  Most couples date for a relatively short time, rarely over one year, before they 

announce their intention to marry.  This whole process is designed to create families that 

are reared by compatible parents, thereby strengthening families from generation to 

generation. 

Commitment to Community 

 Jewish neighborhoods like Boro Park, Crowne Heights, Five Towns, and 

Williamsburg all have commercial areas where the streets are lined with small stores 

ranging from delis, grocery markets, clothing stores, gift shops, and pharmacies.  The 

vast majority of these small businesses are owned and operated by Jews from the 

neighborhood.  Local, Jewish based media outlets include AM radio stations that feature 

Jewish programming.  Radio ads promoting local businesses admonish listeners to 

support their local grocer, candy store, computer shop, or restaurant.  As one rabbi put it, 

“Living an Orthodox Jewish life requires a certain amount of infrastructure”.  Based on 

my own observations, the local business community provides this necessary 

infrastructure in a competitive yet interdependent web of small business enterprises, 

making it easy for Jewish customers to “act locally”.  

 Other examples of commitment to community were found in the non-profit social 

service agencies and aid organizations that dot the landscape in Jewish neighborhoods.  
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One such organization is Hatzolah (rescue or relief), an Emergency Medical Services 

(EMS) organization that is completely operated by local Jewish volunteers.  Some 

interesting facts about Hatzolah include this information from the official Haztolah 

Facebook page: 

The original Hatzolah EMS was founded in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, New York, 
USA by Rabbi Hershel Weber in the late 1960s, to improve rapid emergency 
medical response in the community, and to mitigate cultural concerns of a 
Yiddish-speaking, religious Hasidic community. The idea spread to other 
Orthodox Jewish neighborhoods in the New York City area, and eventually to 
other regions, countries, and continents. Hatzolah, as an organization, is the 
largest volunteer ambulance service in the world. Chevra Hatzolah in New York 
has more than a thousand volunteer EMTs and Paramedics who answer more than 
250,000 calls each year with private vehicles and a fleet of more than 70 
ambulances. 

Hatzolah members were among the first responders to the World Trade 
Center on September 11, 2001. Alongside other rescue workers, Hatzolah 
volunteers risked their lives to rescue, treat, and transport countless victims of the 
terrorist attack. In the process they earned great respect from their peers in the 
emergency service community. (Hatzolah, 2010) 

 
Hatzolah emergency vehicles are a ubiquitous feature along the streets in Brooklyn, 

Queens, and Manhattan.  The well trained volunteer members of the various Hatzolah 

teams are enthused and proud to be part of this community support organization.  During 

a visit to one Hatzolah station in Brooklyn, I witnessed volunteers mobilize from 

seemingly out of nowhere to answer six emergency calls within a one hour time span. 

 Other volunteer organizations known as gemachim (short for gemach chasidim or 

“acts of kindness”) were originally established as interest free micro loan organizations 

but have expanded into all imaginable areas of service.  As one respondent put it, 

“gemachim provide anything you need”.  Gemachim directories are chalk full of ads for 

gemachim that provide everything from free wedding dresses, to a service that provides a 

lock exchange program, replacing locks and keys for homeowners who have lost their 

http://www.facebook.com/pages/w/108091185885068�
http://www.facebook.com/pages/w/112825018731802�
http://www.facebook.com/pages/w/115101355170397�
http://www.facebook.com/pages/w/110091999011618�
http://www.facebook.com/pages/w/104096472959427�
http://www.facebook.com/pages/w/111487915542393�
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keys or have had their home broken into.  Gemachim are often formed by individuals 

who have experienced need themselves and want to make sure someone experiencing the 

same need in the future can find resources and help by simply picking up the phone – 

help is on the other end of the line. 

Pride in Way of Life 

 There was great deal of pride for family, community, and country (U.S.A. & 

Israel) amongst the Jews I encountered over the past five years of ethnographic study.  

They are proud of and take seriously their mission to be exemplars of true righteousness 

on earth.  The Jews I met were not self consciousness about their dress, customs, or 

habits.   

 Orthodox Jews are proud of the fact that they survived several millennia and are 

likewise cognizant of the fact that all the empires and madmen that tried to destroy the 

Jewish people were instead destroyed.  They are proud of their fellow Jews who have 

contributed to the advancement of knowledge in the fields of science, medicine, 

economics, literature, theatre, and other areas of study.  And they are proud of their 

country of Israel.  Achievements and setbacks in Israel are celebrated and suffered 

together by Orthodox Jews.   

Humility 

 But in spite of their pride, Jews are their own worst critics.  Whenever I 

complimented my Jewish friends and colleagues on their vibrant community and way of 

life, I was almost always met with the comments such as, “we have our problems to” or 

“we are not perfect”, or “you observed us on a good day”.  They point to concerns with at 

risk youth, other garden variety social problems, and the unfortunate stresses and 
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problems that sometimes arise from having a large family.  Most of the mothers and 

fathers I met in this study worked at least one job with several participants working two 

or more jobs to provide a good home and education for their children.    

 One participant put it like this:  

But I feel, mainly I feel the pain of my fellow Jew. Now people will say, well 
can’t you feel the pain of all humanity, why just Jews? Because a person feels 
more strongly to their next of kin. Your children, you would want to help more 
than somebody else on the street, even though you wish those other people well, 
you have to help the ones that are closest to you first. And we look at each Jew as 
our brother and sister, even though all humanity we’re related to, but a Jew is 
more like a closer relative. Our fellow Jew.  
 

Empathy-Altruism 

 This section reports the results of data analysis relative to the empathy-altruism 

theory provided in Figure 1.  Interview passages and additional ethnographic information 

are provided as evidence of the seemingly alternative empathy-altruism path that is 

present in the Jewish community. This section concludes with a modified construct of the 

altruism-empathy path that emerged from a comparison between research data and 

research literature. 

 During the early stages of my research when I was simply looking for cultural 

evidence of altruism, I heard many people talk about doing a “mitzvah” when discussing 

doing a kind, altruistic act.  For several months, I thought mitzvah and altruism were 

interchangeable.  In fact, during the proposal stage of this research project, I was under 

the impression that I was studying mitzot (plural form of mitzvah) as a sign of altruism in 

the Orthodox Jewish community.  Therefore, mitvah became an in vivo code within my 

journal notes, meaning that it was a word commonly used by the participants to describe 

an action.  I had also heard the word chesed used to describe the kind act, but at this point 
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I was under the impression that chesed was somehow another word for mitzvah.  During 

the first interview, armed with the in vivo code mitzvah, I began to describe my research 

as an exploration of mitzvot or acts of altruism, when the participant stopped me and said, 

“Are you asking about mitzvah or chesed?”. 

 When I asked if mitzvah was not the same as chesed, the respondent very kindly 

told me that the two words were completely different but almost immediately pointed out 

that the terms were often incorrectly taken to mean the same thing.  This is how the 

respondent explained the difference: 

The word mitzvah is based on the word tzav which means to command. A mitzvah 
is a commandment.  It’s through slang it’s become a good deed. But it’s really not 
a good deed.  

It can be a good deed, but it means a commandment. A mitzvah is a 
commandment. 

It’s a very common misidentification for a lot of people.  Cause you say, 
do a mitzvah, you know. 

Chesed, then, related to the construct of altruism early on in the research 
and would later be used to help explain the construct of principlism as a path to 
altruism (Batson, 1994).  From this point forward I felt that there was a clear 
connection between the study population and culturally or ideologically based 
forms altruism.  
  

 Further evidence of chesed as a central part of Jewish culture can also be found in 

this quote from a recent article the Orthodox Jewish magazine, Viewpoint, a monthly 

Jewish life magazine that runs a special “chesed edition” every summer: 

Amazingly however, for the thinking Torah Jew, something slowly evolves over a 
lifetime and a stunning reversal takes place: Emes [truth] becomes innate; 
Halacha [Jewish law] with all of its minutia and complexities becomes second 
nature, whereas Chesed – through life’s many lessons – becomes a matter of 
thought, preparation and sensitivity to the receiver.  In fact, these two concepts 
merge under the idiom of Chesed Shel Emes, where no longer is the good deed 
about our own need for fulfillment (although that, too, is healthy) but about doing 
what is right, long term. (Taub, 2010, p. 9) 
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 As mentioned in the Interview Protocol section, all the questions in the protocol 

were derived from theoretically based constructs of altruism as outlined in Figure 1.  At 

the starting point of the interview portion of this study, the line of inquiry, for all intents 

and purposes, began and ended with questions related to the empathy-altruism path.  This 

line of inquiry also included questions about the feelings one has toward the person being 

helped along with questions about possible egoistic or reward motives.  This seemed 

prudent considering the fact that the empathy-altruism paths, and its related constructs of 

egoistic motivation and empathy specific rewards, were the only ones that really had been 

successfully explored in altruism research (Batson, et al., 2009).  However, some 

questions were also beginning to emerge in the altruism research that suggested 

collectivism and principlism as possible motivating factors of altruism.  Thus, questions 

along the empathy-altruism path ranged from queries about the feelings one has for those 

being helped to inquiries about possible rewards, punishments, role models, and so on.   

Low Empathy 

 Many times when I asked the question, “How do you feel about the person being 

helped?”  I received what I often described as a “deer in the headlights” look on the faces 

of the participants.  Some asked me to repeat the question and others took a long pause 

before answering.  Most responses were along the line of “I never really think about it.  

This is just what we’re supposed to do.”  In every case, regardless of age or gender, 

respondents came to the conclusion that they had not acted out of empathy, for empathy 

is motivated by ego, as in “I feel sorry for that person because I went through a similar 

experience, or I can imagine  being in that situation”.  In the last stages of this study, 

while reviewing the notes I took during the interviews, I noticed that I identified “low 
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altruism is needed to capture a wider range of altruistic behavior at the group level.  The 

population used for the present study may provide some strong opportunities from 

developing and testing a new altruism scale.  This same scale could be administered and 

further refined in other cultural milieus or organizational settings. 

Tangential Concepts  

 Several tangential concepts arose during the course of the present study providing 

interesting and useful topics for further exploration.  These topics include reducing 

lashen hora (the evil tongue) in organizations, the rabbi as transformational mentor, 

power of interconnectedness, and storytelling and humor in development of prosocial 

behavior at the individual and group levels. 

 Lashen Hora 

Many interesting concepts related to ethics and personal conducted emerged from 

general conversations or as side notes in semi-structured interviews.  Among these 

concepts was lashen hora, or “the evil tongue”.  As mentioned previously, lashen hora 

refers to spreading rumors, gossip, and generally criticizing or unnecessarily flattering 

someone behind one’s back.  This behavior is considered to be more serious than many of 

the biggest commandments combined.  However, gossip, rumor mongering, and behind 

the back conversations take place at work and social situations on a daily basis.  There 

are also additional rules and ethical guidelines in Judaism that prohibit holding grudges 

and similar behaviors when conducting business or negotiating.  Studying the perceived 

consequences of “the evil tongue” and learning about ways to confront such behavior 

could add additional relevance to future organizational leadership implications of this 

research.   
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 The Rabbi as Transformational Mentor 

The rabbi plays an important part in the intellectual, moral, and spiritual 

development of the young Jewish students who come to them for individualized guidance 

and advise.  Most young Jewish men have a personal rabbi they study with and consult 

when faced with religious or personal issues.  As part of the ethnographic aspect of the 

present study I was aware from almost the beginning that the rabbi is fundamentally a 

lifelong mentor for their mentees.  Based on my cursory observations of the rabbi-student 

relationship, there seems to be indications of the Four I’s of transformational leadership 

(Bass & Riggio, 2006) present in this relationship. This relationship may provide a 

transformational mentoring model in which the mentor engages with mentee at a 

individual, intellectual level while at the same time inspiring the mentee and providing 

the mentee with an image of an idealized state of spiritual awareness. 

 Power of Interconnectedness 

This topic relates to the phenomenon of low degrees of separation and the power 

interconnectedness can bring to an organization or community in the form of an informal 

communication network that disseminates accurate and timely information.  This idea 

sprang from several instances in which I noticed how quickly information made it 

through a rather large group of Jewish community members.  In the Jewish community, 

everyone seems to know each other and individuals are often linked by only one or two 

people.  The net effect of this interconnectedness is quick information dissemination or 

retrieval.  Important, informative news travels fast in the Jewish community, and a 

connection is easily made between a a specific question and an answer from seemingly 

the one person in the group who is informed on the subject in question.  In one instance, I 
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described this organic web of information as “a human Google search”.  Studying the 

effects of this tight level of interconnectedness may not only provide some important 

insights on informal communication networks, but also how this interconnectedness 

functions to support and protect the community. 

Storytelling and Humor as Facilitators of Prosocial Behavior 

 Most of the humor and storytelling I encountered during this study was not only 

funny and memorable, but virtually every joke or story included a moral, providing food 

for thought about human relations, ethics, or religious beliefs.  An interesting study might 

be to collect a series of Jewish jokes and stories and compile them to be used to support 

the instruction of specific ethical, interpersonal, or leadership concepts and theories.  

Case studies from famous and obscure Jewish stories could be developed to highlight 

specific leadership constructs or theories and jokes could be used as tools for reflection 

on complex issues or concepts. 
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Demographic Information  

Age 

Gender 

Family Composition 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

• Do you remember a time, when you were younger, that you felt concern for another 

person? Probe: Please tell me about that incident. 

• Can you recall a time when parent or other adult rewarded you for helping someone 

or punished for not helping someone? Probe: Please describe what happened in both 

cases – how were you rewarded or punished? 

• Have your parents or other adults ever explained why you should help others in need? 

Probe: Please tell me what you remember from that (those) conversation(s). 

• What thoughts or feelings do you have about those who deserve to be helped (or not 

helped). Probe: Please explain. 

• Have you ever been in a situation where you felt like you wanted to help someone but 

were afraid you would be going against ‘the rules’ (get into trouble) if you helped that 

person? Probe: How did you handle that situation? 

• Can you remember a time when you gave your time freely to help someone? Probe: 

Please describe what happened. 

• Can you remember a time when your collected money for a charity? Probe: Tell be 

about the charity organization and why you were interested in helping collect funds 

for it. 
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• Can you remember a time when you gave money to charity? Probe: Please describe 

your interest in that charity organization? 

• What person in your life has had the biggest impact on you? Probe: Please tell me 

more about this person and how they have influenced you. 

• Who do you admire most? Probe: Tell me about this person and why you admire 

them. 

• Have you ever heard stories or parable about helping others? Probe: Can you tell me 

about the story and who told it to you? 

Have you ever seen someone help a person in need? Probe: Describe the situation. 

Who was involved in the situation? How did you feel when you saw this taking 

place?
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Identification of Project: 

Culture Antecedents of Altruism in the Orthodox Jewish Community 

Purpose of the Research: 

The purpose of this study is discover the antecedents or preconditions associated with altruism.. 
Multiple interviews will be conducted with ten women who hold positions in student affairs.  

Procedures: 

Participants in this study will take part in semi-structured, audio taped interviews. The interviews 
will consist of questions to help the researcher gain a better understanding as to how that 
participant describes her own career path and the factors that have influenced her career choices, 
and should each last approximately an hour. Each interview will be transcribed by a hired 
transcriptionist. The study, in its entirety will last until March 1, 2010; the amount of time 
required by the transcriptionist will be the amount of time it takes to transcribe all of the audio 
taped interviews.  

Statement of Confidentiality: 

Any communication, written or oral, is prohibited outside of this research project. The 
transcriptionist and the primary researcher may discuss the interviews and the process, as it 
pertains to the validity of the transcriptions. The basis of this statement of confidentiality 
agreement serves as confidential protection for the participants of the study as well as for the 
researcher.  

Having been notified of this confidentiality statement and fully understanding it, I agree that any 
violation of this policy is my responsibility and can be grounds for dismissal from my position 
and realize that the agreed upon payment contract will become null and void. 

I further agree that when my contract is finished, no information concerning this study is to be 
communicated, written or orally, to any other party. I also agree not to reveal any information 
concerning the participants to anyone besides the primary researcher for this study. 

___________________________________   
 _______________________ 

Signature of Transcriptionist     Date 

Stephen J. Linenberger, Primary Investigator  
402-980.4360 
 
Dr. Daniel Wheeler, Advisor 
402-570-6126 
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This agreement entered into on (DATE) ____________________, by and between the 
Transcriptionist, known as: ____________________________, whose telephone number is 
________________.  

And the Professional client _____________________________, whose telephone number is 
______________.  

Whereas Transcriptionist desires to contract with the Professional client to perform said work 
and/or service, and,  

Whereas the parties desire to set forth their contractual and business arrangements,  

Therefore, this agreement constitutes the said contractual and business arrangements, and the 
parities contract and agree as follows:  

The Transcriptionist agrees to perform, abide by and follow the stipulations listed in the 
remainder of this contract.  

EQUIPMENT  

The transcriptionist is responsible for providing all equipment and supplies necessary for any 
work done, other than supplies given by the professional client (i.e. audio tapes containing taped 
interviews). These supplies provided by the transcriptionist, but not limited to, office equipment 
(i.e. typewriter, computer, transcription equipment, etc.) paper, dictionaries and manuals, tools, 
etc. The transcriptionist is also responsible for all repairs on her own equipment.  

Any supplies given by the Professional client to the Transcriptionist (audio tapes) must be 
returned to the Professional client as soon as the tape has been transcribed, or final payment of 
any payment due will be withheld until said items are returned.  

PRICING AND PAYMENT  

Payment for services rendered is on when the typed transcription and the audio tapes are returned 
to the Professional client. Set turnaround time is about one week per interview. It is understood 
that the submission of dictation from multiple days at one time may require a longer turnaround 
time and that the established rate of pay is $1.25 per minute of audio tape.  

______________________________    _____________________ 

Signature of Professional Client    Date 

_______________________________    _____________________ 

Signature of Transcriptionist     Date 
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This is -------, on October 25, 2009. 
So, I explained to you the purpose of the study, and, so, I’m going to ask you some 
pretty open ended questions, and I don’t really have a script or anything I’m going to 
stick to, I just have some starting points and follow up questions if I need them, but I’ll 
just start by asking about, maybe, early on in your life, can you remember like maybe 
the first time or generally, when you were first exposed to the idea of doing an altruistic 
deed, or in Jewish terms, a mitzvah, or, I don’t know what the  
The word mitzvah is based on the word tzav which means to command. A mitzvah is a 
commandment. It’s through slang it’s become a good deed. But it’s really not a good 
deed.  

You mean not necessarily a good deed. 
It can be a good deed, but it means a commandment. A mitzvah is a commandment. 
It’s a very common misidentification for a lot of people. Cause you say, do a mitzvah, 
you know. 
As you practiced orthodox Judaism, how did you – 
I wasn’t brought up practicing orthodox Judaism. I didn’t start practicing orthodox 
Judaism till I was maybe 30, 31 years old. 
Yeah. But I was brought up in a Jewish house, that really had, very very assimilated 
house. And charity was certainly always a part of our family. My father helped out one of 
his brothers tremendously, but like a few brothers, really. Helped them get work, helped 
them, I had one uncle who graduated law school during the Depression, he couldn’t get a 
job, and then he gave him a business. So there was always that aspect of family helping 
out, people helping. 
And I never thought anything of it because it was just the way I was brought up.  
I do remember, I was thinking about it before, when I knew that you were coming and 
you were going to ask me some questions, that I do remember the time when I was living 
in the east village, and when I was thinking. I used to think in those days. About what we 
said before, about, is there really any such thing as a true altruistic act, or is it, I mean, 
anything that I think of that I can do to help somebody, or do something, I’m doing it 
because it makes me feel good. 
I mean, yes, I’m helping that person. But I want to help that person. I want to help him. 
And, I mean it’s just like an automatic reflex. I don’t think oh this is going to make me 
feel good so I’m going to help this person. But I noticed after I did certain things to help 
somebody, I saw that it made me feel good. And that it was a motivator. 
I remember once realizing one time, you know in those days we were all scuffling, I used 
to work in film, as I told you, we did work freelance, and there were times when we go a 
couple of months without work. And I didn’t have money. I just scraped by, paid the rent. 
And I noticed one time I didn’t have money, and I was with a friend of mine, we went 
into a supermarket, and he bought the food. And I was uncomfortable. And I realized at 
that time how much more I liked it when I could buy the food for somebody else, than I 
was the recipient on the end of an altruistic act. 
It was a much more, alright, so. Um. I don’t know really what else to say on the subject. 
But that’s kind of how, that you’re describing how you became aware of altruism, 
and how it affected you when you were involved in an altruistic act with someone. 
Yeh, I may not have even known the world altruism, at that point. But doing good for 
others. 
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Okay. 
A person always has a choice. I mean, whether to help somebody or not help somebody. 
Sometimes, I mean I’m in a helping profession today. I work as a, I’m a substance abuse 
counselor but I don’t do that, I run a prevention program, where we work with high risk 
kids. Kids who, because of certain behavior patterns or disabilities or family situations 
they could at some point later on in life, they are high risk for drug use. 
So, I mean, that’s something that, it’s a helping profession. Again, it’s not something that 
I go out of my way, or went out of my way to say, I want to do this because I want to 
help people. You know, I got a call to start this program from somebody who hired me to 
do it, and that’s how I did it. 
But it certainly is rewarding, when one time I was standing outside of the synagogue on a 
holiday, and a guy comes up to me who didn’t even recognize and he said, oh, how are 
you, happy new year. It was Rosh Hashanah. I just want to thank you again, you saved 
my life. 
I didn’t ever remember the guy. I sent him to a rehab and helped get him processed for 
Medicaid and whatever had to happen. 
So that’s a rewarding thing. And then you feel good, when you know that you’ve helped 
someone. 
Again, whether that has anything to do with altruism, depending on how we define 
altruism. 
Very good.  
Could you tell me a little bit about the feelings or thoughts you have about the actual 
person that you’re helping? I mean, is there a certain point at which, that you identify, 
you know, with people who need help, or, can you talk a little bit about that process. 
That’s a very interesting question. Because I’ve noticed, with people who do help people, 
some of them do it because it makes them feel powerful, in a way. And I see, in their 
relating to the people, that they look down on the people. 
In a certain way. Not intentionally, but just, I’m helping you, you know, you’re the 
screwed up one and I’m the professional, and I’m helping you.  
Because I can,  
Yes. So, and my wife, who works also in a helping profession, she’s a case worker for an 
organization that deals with developmentally delayed people. She’s very involved in 
person-centered therapy and person-centered planning. So, no matter how delayed a 
person may be, they get the person involved in the decisions that are going to affect their 
lives. And they’re very conscious of looking at that person as a person, not just an object 
that I have to, you know I have to put them here and do this for them and do that. And I 
find this very difficult to do if you’re not, you have to be conscious of it all the time, 
because when somebody comes to you, especially when you’re dealing with an addict, 
who you know is going to come in and lie, and depending, especially if his parents bring 
him there, or bring her there, because they want them to stop using drugs. 
You have to really be on top of it and on top of yourself to know that you’re dealing with 
a person, so you want to stop using drugs. Do you want to stop using drugs? Well, not 
really.  
I say, so what are you doing here? What did you come to me for?  
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You want to make the decision, it’s your life. You can make that decision. If you want to 
continue using drugs, continue using drugs. I’m not in the position of a school teacher or 
a parent or, say you bad boy, stop doing this.  
Because it’s not evil behavior. You’re not hurting anybody. You may be hurting people 
besides yourself, but you’re doing it because of their involvement with you.  
I mean, if you’re not stealing and you’re not hurting, physically hurting anybody else, so, 
but that’s something that you have to really constantly be on top of because very often 
you find yourself getting in the position where you’re the school master, and this is the 
student that you’re spanking. 
Right. 
So, I mean, that’s what I have noticed about being in a position where you’re helping 
people. And I say helping in quotes, because – 
Right. 
Sometimes you can do more harm than good, God forbid, as you know. 
You know. And there is a certain amount of calculation there, possibly, in maybe his 
case more, 
I think also, that phrase, I think come about because when a person is helped, they’re 
resentful that they have to be in that position where they’re helped. And they have to take 
it out on someone, and so the helper is who, you know, what kind of nerve do you have 
helping me. Even though I’m coming to you for help, I’m crying out for help, so, 
somewhere, it’s probably an unconscious process, you know, where they hold it against 
the helper, that they needed that good deed done for them. 
Right. 
So therefore they try to get even in some sort of a way. So again, no good deed goes 
unpunished. It’s true. 
My father, he should rest in peace, one of his favorite expressions was, there but for the 
grace of God go I. Which, if he, that’s person-centered planning. 
Can you think of a time that you wanted to commit an altruistic act or do something, 
engage in helping behavior, but to do so would mean that you had to go against the 
rules, or you would have to break some sort of rules to do the kind act? 
The law. See, Jewish law, I would like to think that I would never break to do a kind act. 
And that it would never be necessary to break it to do a kind act, because, 

You’re allowed to break it sometimes? 
Well then it’s not the law. That’s what I’m saying. It’s not the law. 
If I see a person drowning on Shabbos, I’m allowed to run into the water even though I’m 
not allowed to go swimming on Shabbos, or go into a lake, but I’m allowed to go in and 
save them. If I see a person who needs to eat, or if I, God forbid, need to eat food that’s 
not permitted, or that’s not cooked yet, on Shabbos, to save a life, to save my life, or to 
save a, I’m allowed to cook that food, even though it’s against Jewish law to cook on 
Shabbos. But now it’s not against Jewish law, because the law says, to save a life you’re 
allowed to do it. 
But yes, let me talk about situations in the abstract, and not with, because of course I’m 
not going to mention anybody’s names, but, 
I’ll tell you another situation. There was a woman who was, her husband was a 
crackhead. And he was beating her up, and beating up her nine year old son, and she ran 
to us for help, and we set up a place for her to run with the kid, out of the state, to go and 
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hide from this maniac who she was married to. Of course she came back to him after a 
few months, because that’s the classic abused wife syndrome, you know.  
So there are situations where you’re doing an altruistic act and it’s illegal. But it’s, you’re 
doing it to help people and it’s got to be done. I mean, there’s no, what are you going to 
do? Throw her back to the guy? 
Right. Okay. 
Can you think of a specific one or two exemplars or role models, when you were 
younger, or even as you grew older, that really had an impact on you? 
Yes. 
And who is that? 
That’s the Lubavitcher Rebbe. 
Okay. 
I’m sorry, you know what, and what was his name, or is his name? 
Was his name. Menachem Mendel Schneerson. 
Okay.  
There have been a number of Lubavitcher Rebbes. There have been, I believe, seven. … 
yes, he’s the seventh. 
I’ve had other people who’ve, role models now for what? 
Like that promoted altruistic acts, or helping behavior. 
My father. 
Okay. 
Can you tell me a little bit about your father? What did he do, and in what ways did he 
– 
Well as I said before, he helped his family tremendously. He was a young man— 
He helped his family members who ran into trouble. He would always, he gave money, 
gave charity, and he helped people, anybody that was down that would come to him for 
help, he would help them. He was in some kind of a, he was trying to sell insurance at 
one point, and he didn’t want to go into the family business, but my grandmother called 
him up one day and she said, because my grandfather was, who knew where he was, he 
was all over the place. And he would sometimes just not go to work for four five days, 
you know, he would disappear, nobody knew where he was. He had a glass eye, my 
grandfather, he lost an eye in a fireworks, in a Fourth of July, when he was playing with 
fireworks when he was a kid. One day he calls up my father, but at that point my father 
was in the store,  
Oh, so my grandmother had called him and said, Jack you have to come in to help me in 
the store today. And eventually he had to leave the job that he really wanted to do, to go 
into the business. At least this is the way I heard the story from him, you know. 
And he did it because his mother wanted him to. He was very very respectful of his 
mother. Very much so.  
And that story about my grandfather, was he called up one morning and he said, I can’t 
find my eye. I don’t know when I’m coming in, I can’t find my eye. 
My grandfather was a guy who used to wake up in the morning and he’d take a cup and 
he’d fill it halfway up with milk, and then halfway up with whatever his hand rested on. 
Scotch, bourbon, you know. That was his breakfast. 
So, that’s where he found his eye, it was at the bottom of the cup. 
Family stories, you know, that you hear growing up. 
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Absolutely. 
So anyway, he was a helpful guy. He was a nice guy. He helped people. And I grew up 
seeing that. 
And another friend, I have another friend, a person who is very influential in my life. His 
name is Joffen, Zalman Joffen. He was from a yeshiva background, very strong yeshiva 
background. Not Chasidic, but, that’s his father.  
But he was an artist, an abstract artist, and an underground film maker. And he was a 
person that, he literally saved lives, saves people’s lives. Because the crowds that we 
were hanging around in in those days, in the village, there was a lot of stuff going on. 
Stuff that I really just couldn’t even begin to go into it, because, there were people, 
innocent people, that would come in to that scene, and they didn’t know, people didn’t 
know what was, there was evil there. Real evil. And people were not aware that it was 
evil. And they weren’t aware that, I mean, everybody wanted to do what was hip. That 
was really, you know, and kids who came in there, they just got sucked in my this stuff. 
And Zalman was a person who literally saved people. I mean, he just, he was a person 
that I, I really came to this neighborhood not for Lubavitch, but because he lives here,  
Really. 
Yes, I worked with him on a few films, because I was in the film industry, but he was an 
underground, he was at artist, an underground film maker. 
That’s his collage in the living room over there, the big collage against the wall. That’s 
totally abstract stuff. 
But, I really can’t go into specific instances, I can’t think offhand of any specific 
instances. I can tell you that people have told me, Zalman saved my life.  
So he would help people see what was real. 
So those are really the three, 
And that was your father, your friend, and who’s the third one? 
And the Rebbe. 
Of course. Okay. 
I mean, you know, you learn from everybody. The Torah says you can learn from 
everybody. And you do learn from everybody. 
But these are people that I would say were role models, people that had a tremendous 
influence on me, directly. 
Okay. 
I mean it says, the Latin term is what, Imitation Dio, you know, that you’re supposed to 
emulate God. You’re supposed to act like God. 
So it says, how can you act like God, what does it mean? Just like God clothes the naked 
and God feeds the sick, and God buries the dead. So you also have to do all of those 
things. That’s what it means, to act like God. Ever heard that term, Imitatio Dio? It’s a 
Latin term,  
Well, I should have known it.  
I think it comes from the secular world. Because why would the Jews use Latin? You 
know. 
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Exactly. 
Okay. 
I have just a couple of final questions here. Tell me about charity in your community 
and your experience with charity. How does it work, why is it promoted, how frequent, 
just if you would talk about the process of charity, in your experience, in the 
community. 
I’m laughing because of a joke that I heard recently. 
Can we hear it? 
Yes. First of all you have to understand that in a community like this, people come to 
town and Boro Park also, people raising money for yeshivas, and people who raising 
money for this one and this one has a sick this and that one has a, you know, everybody’s 
got, you know. And so the door is rung a number of times every week. People come, and, 

Every day. 
Yes. Especially these months now, when there were so many thousands of people here 
for the holidays. Now they’ve gone back, but, so the joke was that the Catholic priest 
knocks on the rabbi’s door one day. And says, rabbi, rabbi you got to help me. So what is 
it? He says, they’re robbing our houses in our community. There are people coming in 
and robbing, we’re getting a lot of theft in our community. And I notice that you Jews, 
you don’t have a lot of theft. What is it? So the rabbi says, well we have a commandment 
that tells us that we should put mezuzahs on our doors, and that gives protection. 

You know what a mezuzah is? 
Yes.  
Well they protect even non-Jews, by the way. 
Really? 
Yes. I’ll tell you a story about that, yes. 
Fascinating. 
So the rabbi said, can I get some from you. I mean, the priest said, can I get some from 
you. so he says, yes of course. And the rabbi comes out and he brings him a whole bunch 
of mezuzahs. And the priest goes back, gives them to the people in his community, they 
put up the mezuzahs on the outside doors. A month later, pounding on the rabbi’s door 
again. Rabbi, rabbi, rabbi, you got to help me, you got to help me. The rabbi came to the 
door and he says, what is it, they’re still robbing your houses? He says no no no. But 
what is it? He says, fundraisers. Take the mezuzahs back. 
That’s wonderful. 
But you just asked me something else. 

Community charity. 
Yes, community charity. 
Okay. So here in this community, first of all you have the yeshivas, because whatever 
they charge tuition is not enough to cover their expenses. And people here still have to 
pay state tax, even though we don’t send our kids to public school, we have to pay city 
and state tax. They’ve tried to institute some kind of voucher system, so people can go to, 
So we have the yeshivas to support, people come around and then we get letters mailed. 
And we have other organizations. The organization that I work for, well they also have a 
yeshiva and they have a summer camp and they have what they call the release time 
program, is which was instituted actually by the Catholic church a number of years ago, 
maybe sixty years ago, I don’t know if you’re familiar with the program. They go into 
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public schools. They decided, the government, they brought the case but a child is 
entitled to an hour of religious training a week in the public school if they want it. 
So we have people, the organization that I work for, they have this release time program 
where they go, they send people out to the public schools, and kids sign up, and they go 
out there once a week, and they teach the kids Judaism. That program. 
And we have a poor and sick fund. And we have toys for hospitalized children, where 
they bring them around Chanukah time they bring toys, and Christmas time for the non-
Jewish kids, they bring toys into the hospitals for kids. 
So you have programs like that. 
Then you have, these other charity. Kollel Chabad, which is an Israeli, it’s stationed here, 
but they help the families in Israel. You know there’s no end to charity. There’s so many 
people that need so much.  
And, so you have all these different organizations within the community. Plus you have 
individuals. You have an organization here called Simchas Shabbos V’Yom Tov, which 
is a place that gives out food for Shabbos and for the holidays. They will bring a carton of 
food to somebody’s house. Chicken and vegetables and fruit and whatever else. 
They have, the week before Passover, they had a truck that went in front of the main shul 
there at 770, and unloaded cartons and cartons of fruits and vegetables. And people could 
just come and take whatever they needed. 
And you have individuals that donate, and you have, and then here you have also the 
shluchim system, which we have, Lubavitch has shluchim. A shaliach is, the literal 
translation is probably a messenger. 

Emissary, no? 
Well, maybe emissary might be better, yeah. 
It’s a person who has the power of the sender within him. For instance, if I want to get 
married, and I can’t make it to the wedding canopy that day, because I’m stuck 
someplace, I will make a shaliach. And he will go to the wedding canopy with the ring, 
and he will go stand under the chupah, the canopy, and he will say the words, I betroth 
you to me under the laws of Moses and Israel, and put the ring on her finger, and I’m 
married to her. Because he has that power of mine, so here we have the shluchim from 
the Rebbe. People who are all over the world. And they have Chabad houses. I’m sure 
you heard about the one in Mumbai last year. 
So that was a Chabad house, they were shluchim. 
Right. 
And what they do is they open up the house to Jews who come in and need kosher food. 
And need, whatever their religious needs may be. They try to form schools for the kids. 
And they also need, now usually, they’re on their own, I mean as far as raising money is 
concerned. And they try to raise money, they don’t go out to a community, generally, 
unless they know there are certain people that are going to support them. 
So, but here you have organizations, the main organization that sends them out with 
maybe a stipend the first year.  
You have organizations here, you have Bikur Cholim, which is visiting the sick. You 
have Ahavas Chesed, which is another, loving kindness is what it means, the translation. 
They also do work with the sick. They have blood drives, and they help people get into 
hospitals, and they, so you have a tremendous amount of charities in the community, that 
do this stuff. 
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And they’re all individual. You know, people will call me and say, they’ll want me to 
help them. Now I’m in the business anyway, to help them, they don’t have to, you know, 
and they say, I give you a lot of money. I never met you, you know, you give me a lot of 
money. 
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Hi ---- Thanks for agreeing to speak with me about altruism and calling in the Orthodox 
Jewish community.  As you know, I have conducted several semi-structured interviews 
that touched on some specific aspects of altruism and calling in your community. 
However, after conducting only 12 interviews, I found great consistency in the responses 
to my questions from participants of different ages and who adhere to slightly different 
Jewish ideologies (Ultra-Orthodox, Modern Orthodox, Hassidic, Labavitch, etc.). 
Therefore, I would appreciate your comments on why you believe the responses to my 
original questions were so consistent. That is, how is altruism and calling instilled in 
your community as a whole? 

For me it would seem difficult to realize these two points from the perspective of a 
researcher looking in from the outside, while they are more readily apparent to an insider 
looking out.  

  The first idea is that while studying the behavioral patterns of the (Orthodox) 
Jew, in which ways he is similar to the world at large and in which ways he is unique and 
different, it is important to not miss the figurative forest in the careful analyses of the 
trees. EVERYTHING a Jew does (when he is living his life properly, as a Jew is 
expected to live) is done for one reason, and that is that G-d told him to do it. Through a 
carefully transmitted tradition, both oral and recorded, the Torah and its commandments 
that G-d gave our fathers millennia ago remain vibrantly alive today. It is easy to explain 
some of the commandments as being “the nice thing to do” (such as don't steal, murder, 
or commit adultery) but that would really be missing the essence of being a Jew. A Jew 
dresses modestly because G-d told us to. A Jew only eats Kosher because that was G-d's 
command. A Jew wears phylacteries and strings on the corners of four cornered garments 
because that is what G-d told him to do.  

 Likewise, Jews give charity because that is what they were commanded to do. 
Jews help out others when the help is needed because G-d told us to. We can try to 
understand the rationale behind G-d's commandments, but at the same time we must 
realize the futility of a finite mortal trying to define G-d in finite mortal terms. A concept 
or idea which seems right to us because of our unbelievably myopic view of creation and 
of its creatures may or may not be logical in the G-dly view of the world, but it would be 
small and foolish of us to assume that it is. For many of the commandments we are told 
the reason why they are expected of us, but for some of the commandments we are 
specifically told that we are not to know their reason. This by no means lessens the value 
or importance of those commandments, and on the contrary, observing them is perhaps a 
better display of our love for G-d. So, when trying to understand why Jews show such an 
impressive level of altruistic behavior compared to the world at large, I think the answer 
may be that it is for the same reason that Jews pray three times a day, keep the Sabbath, 
circumcise their sons, and so on- because we were commanded to by G-d. 

 A corollary of this concept is that it becomes ingrained in our nature that 
charitable acts are praiseworthy and expected. I suppose that all good, well meaning 
people agree that this type of behavior will better the world, but when one becomes 
accustomed to acting on this belief it becomes easier to live by it. Also, when the arbiter 
of what is good and what is bad is G-d Himself, it becomes  more compelling to commit 
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Table 1 

Coding Table 

Basic Descriptions 
Coding stages: Initial-Focused 

Actions 
Coding Stages: 
Focused-Axial  

Related Constructs 
Coding Stage: Theoretical 

Low Empathy Justice Empathy 

Win-Win Shared Happiness Empathy 

Interconnectedness Ripple Effect Collectivism 

Responsibility Pitch In Collectivism 

In Vivo: Gemach Organized Giving Collectivism 

Self Awareness/Self 
Improvement Study Principlism 

Parents/ Ancestors/ Exemplars Role Modeling Principlism 

In Vivo: Mitzvot Righteousness Principlism 

Purpose and Meaning Spread light Calling 

 


