
anny Siegel can barely finish a
sentence without mentioning the
names of the remarkable people
he has met: He describes

Avshalom Beni, a therapist who uses pets
in his work with schizophrenic Holocaust
survivors. He praises Hadassah Levi,
who adopted 40 Down syndrome
infants. He talks about Myriam
Mendilow, who created a program to
help the poor, elderly residents of
Jerusalem. And the list goes on. All of
these extraordinary people have
improved the lives of countless Israelis. 

Danny, a noted author, lecturer,
and founder of the Ziv Tzedakah
Fund, has raised over $12 million to
help Mitzvah Heroes—as he calls
them—with their important work.
But now, after 17 years, Ziv is about
to close its doors. With only one full-
time and one part-time employee,
Ziv can no longer operate as
efficiently and speedily as it once

did; moreover, many of the Mitzvah
Heroes are now supported through direct
contributions instead of through Ziv. For
Danny, it’s a positive sign that people
have learned to give tzedakah and
support good people without Ziv’s help.

Danny, who is looking forward to
writing poetry, was getting ready to leave
for Israel with a United Synagogue Youth
summer tour when we caught up with
him. We were thrilled to chat with
Danny about how to develop a passion
for compassion.

BABA: Hi, Danny. How did the Ziv
Tzedakah Fund get started?

DANNY: I was going to Israel, and
people gave me money to give tzedakah.
I collected $955, gave the money to
people in Israel who were making a
difference in the world, and then I wrote
a report for those people who gave me
the money. I thought that was the end
of it, but the next year, people gave me
close to $1,600, and then $2,900, and
then $6,000. After I received $12,000, I
founded the Ziv Tzedakah Fund in
1981, but the model remained the same:
Give Danny Siegel tzedakah money, let
him find good people doing great
tzedakah, and he’ll give them money to
make their work easier. 

BABA: What do you like most about
doing h

˙
esed work?

“These are things which have no limit…acts of kindness….” 
MISHNAH PE’AH 1:1

B A B A G A N E W Z  H
˙

E S H V A N  5 7 6 9 B A B A G A N E W Z . C O M6

B Y YA F FA K LU G E R M A N

The founder of the celebrated Ziv Tzedakah Fund
talks about the challenges of h

˙
esed. 

DANNY SIEGEL:

Mitzvah
Central

D

Manager 
●●●●●●●M I T Z V A H



DANNY: You’re assuming
that I like it.

BABA: Okay. Do you like
doing h

˙
esed work?

DANNY: Not exactly. I like
working with those who do
great tikkun olam work, but I
couldn’t take being a social
worker or psychologist who
deals with these difficult types of
situations all the time. I spend a lot of
time with Mitzvah Heroes. I don’t want
to be them, but I do get a high being
with them, because they pull out of me
whatever makes me worried that I
won’t respond well to the situation at
hand. I believe that we all need rebbes in
h
˙

esed, people who can teach us how to
do this mitzvah in the best way
possible. The Mitzvah Heroes are my
rebbes in h

˙
esed. 

BABA: What if it’s too difficult to step
out of one’s own personal boundaries
to do h

˙
esed?

DANNY: For me, the word mitzvah
means that you have to do it, even if
you don’t feel like it. It’s not about
volunteerism. It’s about doing a
mitzvah. 

BABA: Do you believe h
˙

esed changes
the world?

DANNY: Absolutely! I think it’s bad
Judaism to say that the world is always
going to be the same and that it doesn’t
get any better. I can tell you about
Asher Elias, an Ethiopian who created a
course to teach Ethiopians computer
programming so they can work in
high-tech jobs. Or I can tell you about
the Savta Sandwich program at Beit
Frankforter in Jerusalem, where

grandmothers meet at 6:30 a.m.
to make sandwiches for kids
who can’t afford to bring them
to school. These people prove
that we all have the power to
change the world. 

BABA: How can kids get
involved with h

˙
esed?

DANNY: They have to ask
themselves: What am I good at?
What do I like to do? And what’s
bothering me about the world
today? If you’re good at shopping,
you can go buy bargain goods to
deliver locally where they are
needed or ship them to Darfur. If
you like playing mah-jongg, you
can go to a nursing home and
play with people who don’t like
bingo. If you enjoy building
with Legos,® go to a shelter for
homeless people and bring your
Lego bricks to play with the
kids, and then leave your Legos
behind. There’s always something
kids can do to help. 

BABA: Thanks, Danny. You’re our
kind of Mitzvah Hero! 

Some of the Mitzvah
Heroes: Left, USYers
pose with Rabbanit
Bracha Kapach,
who has assisted
thousands of
needy people.
Below, Clara
Hammer provides
chicken to
hundreds of poor
Israelis every
week.

Darfur or 
Sderot? The local

soup kitchen or 
the local Jewish

Federation? The American Heart
Association or Magen David Adom?

With so many people in need of assistance, it’s
often difficult to choose where to give. But the

Talmud (Baba Metzia 71a) offers some guidance:
“My people and other people, My people come
first…. The poor of your city and the poor of
another city, the poor of your city come first.” 

Our tradition explains that h
˙

esed begins at
home and builds outward toward others in

concentric circles; for example, we begin by
first helping our immediate and extended

family, then Jews in our community, next
the worldwide Jewish community, and

finally, the world. 
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