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COMING OUT ABOUT MONEY: 
COST SHARING ACROSS CLASS UNES 

By Felice Yeskel 

first time I participated in cost 
sharing was eleven years ago. I was 
participating in a two week training 
program for social change activists 
sponsored by Movement for a New 

Society (MNS). We were putting the theory into 
practice, so why did I feel sick to my stomach? 
After years of hiding, of pretending, of silence, 
of passing, I was going to have to come clean. I 
could no longer stay vague or conveniently 
forget, and the prospect was absolutely terrify- 
ing. I was going to share what I had never 
shared before with nineteen virtual strangers. 
The intensity of feelings I had to push through 
to disclose my financial situation and decide 
what was my "fair" share of paying for the 
training program were testament to the power 
of class and classism. I was also pushed up 
against the realities of anti-Semitism (both 
internalized and otherwise), as I feared talking 
about money issues with a predominantly non- 
Jewish group. I feared being misunderstood 
and my particular money patterns being 
associated with the fact that I am Jewish. Once 
on the other side of the cost sharing process I 
felt a tremendous sense of relief. 

During the cost sharing process I learned 
that there was such a thing as a trust fund, that 
people inherited money before their parents 
died, and that I was sitting in a room with some 
people who didn't have to work to survive. I 
also heard first hand accounts of the indignities 
of the welfare system, and about the resource- 
fulness of people living below the poverty line. 
After hearing about the financial realities and 
backgrounds of the nineteen other activists, my 
world grew in depth and texture. It was as if 
before I had seen a flat world and all of a 
sudden it had become three dimensional. 

Through participating in cost sharing I realized 
that I wasn't raised middle class. But it wasn't 
until some months later, when Fai, a working- 
class Jewish woman, suggested that I had come 
from a working-class background, that all the 
pieces fell into place. 

In my experience of doing workshops on 
diversity issues, I have found that in the United 
States class consciousness is so low that many 
people cannot identify their class background 
or their present class status. This is the result 
partly of class mobility (which is greater in the 
U.S. than in most places), but largely it is due to 
the myth that "we are all middle class." This 
myth equates the "middle class" with the status 
quo. Prevailing cultural beliefs as well as 
institutional structures, policies, and practices 
(such as how we pay for things) keep this myth 
securely in place. Most institutions base fees for 
events, services, or programs on the belief that 
everyone should pay an equal share of the 
costs. That's fair! Thaf s democratic! Organizers 
and planners make the assumption, often 
hidden and unchallenged, that everyone has 
the same resources. Because of this assumption, 
they act as if an equal share is synonymous 
with an identical share. 

Individuals, groups, and institutions which 
acknowledge that not everyone has equal assets 
may make various accommodations. Often 
feminists have acknowledged class differences 
and tried different methods of dealing with this 
in planning events, gatherings, or conferences. 
Typically, they establish a fixed, standard fee 
based on the middle-class norm. They may set 
aside a certain amount for "scholarships," for 
"under-privileged," "low-income," or "needy" 
women. This manner of dealing with our class 
differences makes the middle-class the 
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standard, and those that can't afford the 
"regular" share, the exception. 

Some groups offer the option of a "work 
exchange" for those who cannot afford the 
standard, "normal" cost. In this scenario, some 
of the folks who cannot afford the "real" fee 
pay a reduced fee and do a specified number of 
hours of work. Sharing the work of a gathering 
or conference is an effective way of reducing 
overall costs and can be a group building 
activity, however when organizers link doing 
the work with not having enough money they 
penalize the people with less resources. The 
practice of work-exchange may hide another 
class myth - "those who don't have money 
don't work hard enough." In my experience, 
almost the exact opposite is true; the folks who 
have the least resources are already working 
incredibly hard. 

Using a sliding scale is another means to 
meet costs that takes into account people's class 
differences. Because sliding scales include a 
range of legitimate fees, I think they are better 
than the "one standard fee for most people and 
scholarships or work exchange for the excep- 
tions" methods. Sometimes sliding scales are 
fixed (under $10,000 pay a; $10,000-20,000 pay b; 
20,000-30,000 pay c, over $30,000 pay d), and 
sometimes they are open (pay $90-$150). 
Sometimes fee scales vary with the number of 
dependents. However, sliding scales are 
typically based on a middle-class standard, 
with a fairly narrow range of options below the 
norm and a few options above it. Unfortunately 
this reinforces the "we are all middle-class" 
myth. Many times folks on the lower end of the 
class spectrum cannot afford the bottom of the 
sliding scale and folks on the upper end of the 
spectrum could well afford much higher than 
the top end. 

All of the above methods of attempting to 
address our class differences only take into 
account people's current financial situation, and 
usually only people's yearly income. For people 
on the upper end of the class spectrum, owned 
assets, not income, account for the bulk of their 
wealth. These methods also do not take into 
account the relationship between the choices we 
make ("I feel like working only part-time," "I 
work two jobs, live with other people, and save 
most of what I earn so I have a pretty decent 
income and savings") or lack of choices avail- 

able ("I'm a single _^___^____ 

diploma and my minimum ^■^0j0f^B 
wage job pays no health ^^t»jj9 
benefits") and income levels. ^SkhH 
Additionally, these methods do not ^URH 
incorporate class attitudes and values. ^^^8 

Cost sharing is an alternative way to ^B 
pay for events. It was developed in 1978 ^ 
within the context of a two-week training 
program for social change activists sponsored 
by Movement for a New Society. Refining the 
process over time, members of MNS came to 
use the cost sharing process to pay for national 
gatherings, training programs, and conferences. 

Two years ago I had the opportunity to 
experience the cost sharing process in a Jewish 
context. Betsy Wright and I, (both MNS mem- 
bers and members of Achyot Or), suggested we 
use the method of cost sharing to pay for our 
yearly gathering. Achyot Or (Sisters of Light) is 
a Jewish feminist spiritual community that 
meets once a year for 4 days. Growing out of 
discussions of community and commitment, 
our suggestion was met with both excitement 
and trepidation by the women of Achyot Or, 
but we decided to give it a try. After trying cost 
sharing once, we decided to use this process to 
meet the costs of our annual retreats. 

Session I 
The process we used at Achyot Or involved 

three sessions. Embarking on cost sharing was 
scary, there were rumors a few women had not 
come to the retreat this year because they didn't 
want to have to do cost sharing. These women 
came from a variety of places on the class 
spectrum. Disclosing and negotiating about 
money often brings up feelings of fear, anger, 
shame, and guilt. And since these may differ 
depending on someone's actual financial 
situation, it was important that we develop a 
solid foundation for doing the work of cost 
sharing during the first session. 

Step 1-Laying the Foundation 
The facilitators (Betsy and I) set the process 

of cost sharing within the larger framework of 
the class system in the U.S. and the dynamics of 
classism. Betsy and I explained the steps of the 
cost sharing process, and suggested some basic 
ground rules: All disclosures, emotional sharing 

SPRING/SUMMER 1992 • 103 



^^^H|HHH9H^ and financial pledges 
^^^^HjHEro^r are voluntary; we will 
^^H^^^rapr keep each other's stories 
^^^jraflr confidential; we'll speak from 
^HSSÌr our own experience and not speak 
H^9^^ /or others; any question or feeling is 

Kfljr o.fc, we'll speak up if confused or 
^^ uncomfortable; when we challenge each 
^ other we'll question the behavior and not 
the person; if we have a question about 
someone's pledge we'll talk with them directly; 
we'll make space for each person to tell her story 
and be deeply listened to; and we'll go through 
this whole process and not judge it until it is 
over. We asked participants if they had other 
suggestions or if there was something they 
didn't like. There were no changes suggested so 
we all agreed to abide by these ground rules. 
Everyone chose a buddy with whom she felt 
comfortable, to check in about feelings that had 
come up. We discussed why it was hard to 
discuss and disclose about money, and what it 
was like to do this in a Jewish women's group. 

Step 2 - Forming Class Identity Groups 
We then formed class identity groups of 

four women with whom we would disclose our 
financial situations and make initial pledges. 
The goal was to find other women with whom 
we would have some shared experience. 
Women chose to group around various identi- 
ties. For some this was around class back- 
ground, for others around current financial 
situations, while others wanted to group 
around common work. There were groups of 
single mothers, working-class women, artists, 
women with inherited wealth, students, etc. 

Step 3 - Disclosure of Background and 
Current Financial Situations 

Using the "Guidelines for Disclosing our 
Class and Money Stories," we shared our 
situations. Cost sharing is even more effective 
when it is preceded by a workshop on class and 
classism so that the complexities of class 
standing, which are reflective of wealth, power, 
and status, become clearer. Since we had such 
little time together we skipped over this step 
and provided the very simplified "Cheat Sheet 
on Class Backgrounds" and "Class Background 
Indicators" sheet. 

Session II 
Step 4 - Sharing Information About the 
Amount To Be Raised 

Session II began with a quick review of the 
session's agenda, and a presentation of the 
expenses for our gathering by the Achyot Or 
Retreat planners. The costs included things like: 
site costs, food, childcare, materials, printing, 
postage, phone, and start-up for next year. 
Following this presentation there was time for 
clarifying questions. The average cost, the total 
cost divided by the total number of women, 
came to $250 per woman. 

Step 5 - Making an Initial Pledge 
When everyone understood the total costs 

for the gathering, women returned to their 
identity groups to fill out the Achyot Or Pledge 
Form. After discussion with identity group 
members, including support and challenge, 
each woman decided on an initial amount that 
was her pledge. 

I found the process of coming up with a 
pledge painless, and while I certainly had 
compassion for those who were struggling 
over issues relating directly to money, my 
biggest discomfort was over the 
confrontational nature of the challenge 
part of the process, (middle class woman) 

Over the two years I got more comfortable 
admitting to myself and to others what 
my actual status is (poor). It became 
easier. We as a group/community had 
decided to look at class and money 
consciously and to understand our 
assumptions. This decision gave me an 
opening to look at this issue, I wasn't 
fighting a closed system that was 
uninterested in what I was seeing. 

My underlying feeling was - I grew up 
with advantages so it is irresponsible for 
me to go on a five day retreat and not be 
able to pull my own weight. It was pretty 
liberating to talk about it and get a reality 
check, to hear what other people's 
situations are. Other women without 
kids, living alone, were making almost 2/3 
of what my husband and I were making 
together. Hearing about it gave me reason 
not to beat myself up about our financial 
situation. 
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Guidelines for Disclosing our 
Class and Money Stories 

Background 
* What was your class background? 
* What was good about growing up as you 

did? What positive things did you learn? 
* What was hard about growing up as you did? 

What negative messages did you learn? 
* As an adult, what struggles and personal 

growth have you gone through related to 
your class and money background? 

Financial situation 
* What is your current money situation? (See 

"Achyot Or Pledge Form") Income? 
dependents? income-sharing? assets? debts? 
expenses? 

* Are there ways you benefit from others' 
privilege (e.g. male partner; expenses paid 
by wealthy parents, network of "richer" 
friends)? 

* What are your habits of earning, spending, 
and saving? 

* What choices have you made that have 
limited or increased your income, assets, 
debts, or earning capacity? Are you earning 
the most you could? If not, why not? 

* What are your future prospects? Do you 
expect to inherit money? Do you expect to 
support parents or others in old age? Do you 
have disability insurance? What are your 
prospects for old age? 

* Do any of these other factors affect your 
current or future financial situation?: 

- Disability or health problems (including 
emotional health) 
- Physical or sexual abuse 
- Going back to school 
- Living in Israel or elsewhere 
- Relationship situations 
- Alcohol or drug abuse 
- Planning to have children 

Step 6 - Grouping by Amount Pledged 
The cost sharing facilitators (Betsy and I) 

collected all the pledges and arranged group- 
ings by amount pledged. Next new groups 
were formed. Women who pledged between 
0-$100 met together, women who pledged 

$100-$175 met ^KHMH^H 
together, $175-$250, ^^^^@^H 
$250-$350,$350-$450,and ^@kN9H over $450. In these pledge ^IBImSm 
groups women shared an ^@hhH 
abbreviated version of their situa- ^fiHH 
tions and why they chose the amount ^^¿a 
they chose. Women noted similarities ^B 
and differences with the other women who ^ 
had pledged the same amount. 

/ was really surprised when people with 
less money than me pledged the same 
amount. I always assumed we all felt the 
same way about money: my sense of 
security depends on having some in the 
bank. Not having parents and being 
single means I have no one to rely on to 
take care of me. It wasn't until the 
"fishbowl" the first year that I realized 
that it was money, not other human 
beings, that gave me a sense of security- • 
somewhat of a frightening thought. Some 
folks with no money in the bank had a 
greater sense of security than I did. 
(middle class woman) 

It was uncomfortable for me when people 
challenged me to up my pledge. First of 
all, good for them to have the nerve to do 
it, I've never done it and don't foresee it 
in the future. Who am I to challenge 
someone else's decision? I'd like to learn 
how others do it. But when folks 
challenge me, I get defensive, how could 
they know how I feel. On the other hand I 
think maybe they're right about me, it 
feeds into my assuming everyone else is 
right, (middle class woman) 

The cost sharing process created 
intimacy, it was sometimes liberating and 
sometimes scary. It elicited different 
emotions to talk with women with 
different situations, notably the desire to 
get women with more money to pay up, 
some excitement about access and our 
ability to pay for the retreat. When I 
ended up in the wealthiest group (highest 
pledges), some fear about being isolated 
from friends and potential friends with 
different access. I sometimes felt the 
weight of the responsibility of having 
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^|^^HHHHVr more. Overall it 
^^^^BHKj^^ was a positive 
^^H^^^Spr experience, (raised 
^^^fl^flr wor^nS class, now has 
^HSnfr upper middle class resources) 

R5r Step 7 -Return to Class Identify 
■^^ Groups to Check-in and Adjust Initial 
Y Pledge 

After more support and challenge from 
this new group, women returned to their 
identity groups to share their experience in 
their "groups by amount pledged" and to 
possibly adjust their initial pledge. At this point 
women turned in their Achyot Or Pledge 
Forms. They had the option of placing it in an 
open file or a confidential file to which only the 
cost sharing facilitators had access. Everyone 
paired up with her buddy and did a brief 
feelings check-in. Session II ended with an 
evaluation. 

Step 8 - Reading Pledge Forms & Support/ 
Challenge 

After Session II, women were free to read 
each others' forms (those in the open file) and 
challenge anyone to increase or decrease their 
pledge. One middle-class woman remarked, 

When reading the forms it felt like I was 
butting into someone's private business, 
breaking all the boundaries that 
patriarchy sets up. 
Another woman raised working class who 

now has upper-middle-class resources realized, 
I felt positive enough and responsible 
enough in my own choices to challenge 
others. 

It was a learning experience for another 
middle-class woman, 

I got some perspective on my own 
situation. At times I feel I don't make 
enough money, but compared with others 
I'm doing well. There are others who 
don't save at all. It was so eye-opening, 
seeing others with similar salaries who 
don't save. 

Meanwhile the cost sharing facilitators 
added up all the pledges, compared the total 
amount raised with the total amount needed 
and determined if there was a deficit or surplus. 

Session III 

Step 9 - Learning the Total Amount Pledged 
Session IE began with a presentation of the 

total amount pledged and the range of pledges 
made. Our pledges ranged from $75 to $600, far 
more reflective of the reality of our class 
differences than most sliding fee scales would 
allow. 

Step 10 - Revising Pledges in Class Identity 
Groups 

We raised more than we needed, so women 
met with their identity groups and discussed 
whether to revise their pledges. Although some 
pledges were again revised, we still had more 
than we needed so we decided to give the 
surplus to tzedakah.* 

Step 11 - Processing the Cost Sharing Experi- 
ence 

We next formed fishbowls, a process where 
a small group of women (the fish) sit in the 
center of the larger circle and talk while the rest 
of the women (the bowl) sit on the outside and 
listen. We listened to one group who had been 
challenged to lower their pledges and another 
group who had been challenged to raise their 
pledges. A middle-class woman remarked, 
'The first year was very hard for me, three 
people challenged me to up my pledge so I 
talked about how that felt." Another woman, 
from a poor background shared, 

Everyone assumed it was easier to ask 
someone to lower their pledge than to 
raise it, but it was damn hard to lower 
my pledge. We didn't talk much about 
how difficult that was to do. It raised 
questions about whether I was 
contributing enough to make it OK to 
pledge less. The second year it felt easier 
for me to pledge closer to my actual 
financial situation (poor) because I had 
worked on the planning committee and I 
had made a significant contribution. 

The second year the fishbowls allowed 
women from different class backgrounds to talk 
about that experience. There were three fish- 
bowls, one for women raised poor or working- 
class, one for middle-class women, and one for 

*tzedakah: Hebrew, righteousness, acts of giving. 
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Class Background Indicators 
Ancestry 

1) From what part of the world? How long 
intheU.S.? 

2) Grandparents, great-grandparents: 
Education, work, income, language, 
neighborhood 

Parents (or guardians) 
3) Source of income; kind of work 
4) Education 
5) Status in community 
6) Upward or downward mobility during 

your life 
7) Assets 

Growing up 
8) Material comfort - not enough? enough? 

luxuries? 
9) How many kids in family? 

10) Did your family own or rent? How often 
did you move? Why? 

11) What kind of neighborhood (s) did you 
live in? Rural or urban? 

12) What were the expectations for your 
education? 

13) How much education did you get? If 
college/ grad school, how was it paid for? 

14) Summer /leisure activities? 
15) Was anyone paid to work in your home? 
16) When did you first work and why? 
17) Who were you taught to look down on? to 

look up at? 
Other factors pushing class status up or down 

18) Did any of these affect your family?: 
Divorced, or unmarried or 
lesbian/gay parents 

War 
Health problems 
Alcohol or drug abuse 
Political choices, such as Communism or 
voluntary poverty 

Abuse 
The Great Depression 
the Holocaust 
Immigration 
Emigration 

women from upper-middle class or owning 
class backgrounds. For some it was the first 
time they publicly claimed a particular class 
background identity. A woman raised working 
class who currently has upper-middle-class 
resources shared the following, 

/ carry around my parents' working 
class/poor background in a deep place in 

my psyche. ^^EMHH^^^I 
Through choices that ̂ ^CmEJ^^B 
they have made, I have ^0J^SJB 
made, and as luck would ^^BmB^M have it, I have become very ^vlKfiM 
middle class. I have some deep ^fiBJB sense of loss and alienation that ^Nfl 
comes from being separated by yÈ 
geography and experience, from my ^ 

parents' families and my extended family. 
This is very connected for me with being 
working class. Joining the working class 
fishbowl was a liberating emotional and 
tearful experience for me, a "coming 
home." Although I still feel some 
embarrassment about it, that Ym not 
legitimate or I don't belong. 
An upper-middle-class woman described 

her feelings, 
/ grew up middle class when very young 
and then upper middle class. In between 
my childhood and current life (during my 
20's and 30's) I experienced a very 
marginal existence - poverty, lack of 
resources, no security. This was a result 
of choices I made, political actions that 
led to being underground and later in 
jail. This experience took the "glamour" 
out of poverty and made me very scared 
of ever being that poor again. I realize it's 
all tangled up with being a fugitive, but I 
think a lot of rich or middle-class people 
either romanticize or vilify poor or 
marginal people. Poverty is not a crime 
or someone's "fault" but neither does it 
make people noble. My experiences bring 
into focus in a very visceral way the fear I 
have that blocks me from wanting to give 
up my current privilege. The fear is that 
there is no safety net, and I need this 
huge amount of money or property (on a 
deep, irrational level, nothing is enough) 
just in case tragedy strikes. If we lived in 
a culture where everybody got their basic 
needs met - food, shelter, decent health 
care and safety - this wouldn't be such a 
source of terror. 

A raised poor woman described the sense 
of solidarity she felt, 

I have a sense that those of us who grew 
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m^H^H^HH^^F up poor or working 
^^^HHHra^^ class have a kind of 
^^H|S^Spr lan8ua8e between us 
^^^fl^flr now- A certain 
^HSujr cohesiveness grew among 
B^3^ working-class women through 
Eyjr #*£ cosf sharing process. A number 
^T of women realized they grew up 
* working class. 

An owning-class woman shared, 
/f's a double-edged sword, I feel close 
with people and connected to them, 
because we are talking about the intimate 
subject of money and class - and yet 
because of my class situation, I also feel 
less connected to people. 
Another owning-class woman said, 

Talking about money was scary at first, 
then liberating. It was scariest to talk 
with women with different access to 
money - my fears of jealousy, accusation, 
feeling that I don't deserve to have the 
amount of resources that I do compared to 
other women at Achyot Or, much less the 
rest of the world. 

Many of the more privileged women 
experienced confusion and contradictions as 
their class consciousness was raised. A woman 
with upper-middle-class resources captured the 
contradiction succinctly, 

It is uncomfortable (to say the least) to 
recognize privilege that is unfair but that 
on some levels I do not want to be 
without. 

Learnings From Cost Sharing 
Cost sharing had paid for Achyot Or, and 

increased our sense of intimacy, but more 
importantly it was a powerful learning experi- 
ence about an often hidden and unexamined 
topic. Whaf s more, the effects carried over into 
women's lives during the year. I asked women 
to tell me about their reactions to the cost 
sharing process. Their responses can be 
grouped into the following categories: 
Taking more control over finances 

Women realized they didn't really know 
about their financial situations. Some grew 

determined to change this and become more 
empowered about their financial lives. A 
currently middle class woman who was raised 
upper middle class shared, 

Many women were embarrassed because 
they didn't know their real financial 
situations. I didn't know how much my 
father was paying for my health 
insurance. Women with partners didn't 
know their situations, it was 
embarrassing. My father and brother are 
CPA's. I didn't take full responsibility or 
have total information. After the cost 
sharing process I went and found out all 
the information. Cost sharing has made 
me seek out more financial info. Five 
years ago I had inherited some stock, but 
I had no idea how much it was worth. 
Because I knew I'd have to list it on my 
cost sharing form, I went and found out. 
I don't think without cost sharing I 
would even now know. 

Dealing more with class issues in 
relationships 

Women became more aware of and better 
understood class issues and dynamics in 
relationships. Previously confusing issues with 
partners, roommates, siblings, and parents 
began to make more sense. Many women 
initiated conversations about class and money 
issues in various relationships. 

The cost sharing process revealed that so 
much of our feelings about money are tied 
to security and self-worth. Cost sharing 
made me realize that lots of conflicts with 
my partner about money, were not really 
about money but about what money 
symbolizes for each of us. When I came 
back from Achyot Or the first time, 
Steven (my partner) and I talked about a 
budget. After cost sharing the second 
time we talked about what it means to 
spend money, to save money, to deal with 
our parents about money, and how the 
differences in how our families dealt with 
money come into play when we have 
conflicts. Both of us came from middle 
class families, but their approaches were 
different. 
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Class issues in groups and organizations 
were also an arena for struggle and learning. 

Since having had my consciousness 
sufficiently raised, I've had a lot of fights 
with family members, friends, and 
community members over the issue of 
economic justice. Y ve alienated some 
people, and have failed to make much of 
an impact on the various communities in 
which I am involved. I don't think I've 
developed adequate skills with which to 
implement this process in my daily life. 
It's disappointing and frustrating, but 
I'm still learning, (middle class woman) 

Class issues for Jews 
Cost sharing also highlighted some of the 

unique class issues for Jews. Internalized anti- 
Semitism is often tied up with issues of money 

Cheat Sheet On Class 
Backgrounds 

(A very oversimplified spectrum) 

Raised poor 
Unmet basic needs; 
One or more of these: move a lot, disrupted 
family, chronic unemployment, subsistence 
farming, public assistance, erratic work, 
dropping out of school, homelessness 

Working class 
Parents had no college; rented home (or able to 
buy only because of skilled trade or union job); 
worked for an hourly wage; basic needs met 
Middle class 
Owned home; college; summer camp; 
"white-collar" skilled work; worked for a salary; 
comfort but not luxury 
Upper-middle-class 
Second home; elite colleges; professional jobs; 
expensive vacations; some luxuries 

Owning class 
Assets could support family, no one has to work 
to survive; travel, luxury; exclusive clubs 

Ruling class 
Positions of great power in business, politics, 
media 
Mixed class 
Parents come from very different classes; OR 
Dramatic upward or downward mobility while 
you were growing up OR High status/ low pay 
(teachers) or low-status/high pay 

and class. Dealing ^^HHIHI^H with class often was a ^^JW^K^^^B 
step forward in claiming ^0Q|0)S^fl 
pride in being Jewish. ^ÌSInS^H 

Talking about money in a Jewish ^j^jj^B context was liberating for me ^ESj 
because of my fears of anti-Semitism. yjm 
It also provided a safer environment to ^\ 
deal with internalized anti-Semitism, the 
stereotypes we all have of Jews and class 
and money. It made greater honesty 
possible. There was some commonality in 
our experiences, an immigrant 
inheritance of poverty, foreignness, non- 
acceptance, and assimilation. The 
generation before us wanted to be 
''normal" Americans, that equals middle 
class, educated, English speaking, having 
good manners. We've attained it, but it's 
not enough. We're uncomfortable with 
the preoccupation with money and 
upward mobility. Since the stereotype of 
all Jews being rich is portrayed 
everywhere and assumed by many, it is 
only through listening to individuals' 
stories that we learn reality, (middle class 
woman) 

Jewish terror, due to oppression, often 
impacts on attitudes and behaviors about 
money. The sense of security symbolized by 
money is often a more intense concern for Jews. 

/ come from an upper-middle class 
background, private college, a nice home, 
vacations, Europe when I was 11. 1 never 
verbalized it or talked about it. I never 
thought about what criteria would make 
me a certain class. Currently I'm middle 
class, a rabbi. I'm doing quite well 
compared to others. In rabbinical school 
we had a seminar on money, but we never 
talked so personally, never disclosed our 
own situations. I have psychological 
security, even if I was to go bankrupt 
tomorrow, because of my parents and 
potential access. I'm upper middle class, 
but being the daughter of Holocaust 
survivors means there was always the 
feeling of gloom and doom, there was no 
extravagance. There was a mixture of 
having plenty, but being very frugal with 
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■■jH^BHBH^^F resources. 

^^H|^raQ«r^ Some Jewish values, 
^HR^Rfeir such as the emphasis on 
■HS7 education, are similar to 
■Rflr middle-class values. This can make 
^MJr things quite confusing for poor and 
^^r working-class Jews who may share 
r values with middle-class folks, while 
having vastly different access. Talking about 

class in a Jewish context helped clarify the 
specifically Jewish class dynamics. 

Because of the Jewish emphasis on 
education, class becomes cloudy. I grew 
up thinking I was middle class. Although 
I grew up on a chicken farm and when 
the farm failed my father worked in a 
factory, I still thought I was middle class. 
I thought that was the only way for a Jew 
to be. It was a revelation to me to discover 
I was poor. 
Cost sharing also made it very clear that in 

order to truly build community, we have to 
deal with class issues and class differences. For 
those women involved in the Jewish commu- 
nity this became imperative. 

It's really critical for Jews involved in 
Jewish communal structures to deal with 
class issues. If you want to talk about 
Jewish community, you need to talk about 
money, (middle-class woman who works 
in a Jewish organization) 

TzedakahJ Giving money away 
For women with resources, participating in 

cost sharing caused them to think more deeply 
about how they share money during the rest of 
the year. For some this translated into giving 
more money away, while for others the impact 
was on where and how they gave. 

I've always given tzedakah, but I give 
more now. (a middle-class woman) 

Cost sharing was a window to thinking 
about myself and others on an important 
level... it helped my partner and I begin 
to change our behavior some in terms of 
priorities, giving tzedakah in a different 
way. It helped me to clarify some of my 
thinking and feeling about social justice 
issues, (raised working class, currently 

has upper-middle class resources) 

On an individual level, cost sharing has 
been helpful to me in thinking about 
money, class, philanthropy, etc. It has 
certainly helped me to confront issues 
with my family about my ability to give 
to philanthropy in my name with the 
wealth that is in my name, (owning-class 
woman) 

Greater understanding of 
class structure/system 

Because of the silence and invisibility 
surrounding class, cost sharing helped a 
number of women gain a greater understand- 
ing of the realities of the class structure in the 
U.S. Through hearing different women's 
stories, the issues of women and poverty 
became more than statistics. Some women were 
motivated to go out and learn more about 
economic issues. 

This past year I learned how many 
women really make very little money. We 
don't have great economic strength. Cost 
sharing concretized the issues of women 
at the bottom end of the class spectrum. 
Other than very close friends, I don't 
know other folks' situations, (middle- 
class woman) 

Another woman was motivated to go out 
and teach. 

The class structure wasn't new to me, I'd 
known it all along. But I was shocked at 
how little more privileged women knew 
about the realities of class. Once they 
became aware, they were willing to do 
something. It made me want to help raise 
class consciousness, (working-class 
woman) 

Greater understanding of own class 
background and feelings about class. 

Finally, cost sharing helped women clarify 
their own class backgrounds and the impact of 
their backgrounds on their feelings, attitudes, 
values and choices. For some, greater under- 
standing led to feeling more empowered. 

I'm currently financially poor, although 
my brother makes a lot of money so I have 
access to some help. Cost sharing clarified 
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Achyot Or Pledge Form ^01raKHl 

NAME  ^BSH 

I. INCOME 
Your individual income may come from 
various sources: 
Employment/wages 
Income from inherited assets 
Income from personal investments 

(stocks, bonds, etc.) 
Public assistance 
Pensions 
Direct gifts from family or friends 
Income from property 
Loans (currently providing income) 
Scholarships 
Social Security 
Unemployment benefits 
Other (explain) 

Yearly Total Individual Income: $  
Do you share your income with other adults? 
How many? 
Total family/group income: $  
Do you support dependents? How many? 

II. ASSETS 
These may be some of your assets: 
Property 
Savings (in a bank account) 
Car 
Stocks or bonds 
Life insurance 
IRA 
Other (explain) 

What is the total monetary value of your 
assets? $  

III. DEBTS: 
These may be some of your debts: 
School loans 
Mortgage payments 
Owe money to individuals 
Credit card bills 
Car loans 
Other loans (explain) 

What is the total amount of your debts? 

$  
Monthly payments? $  

IV. EXPENSES ^ 
Approximate monthly expenses 
(rent, childcare, tuition fees, car, food, 
utilities, phone, clothes, medical, therapy, 
philanthropic contributions, etc.) 

Do you have any unusual expenses? 
Total Monthly Expenses? $ 

V. What is your CLASS BACKGROUND? 

VI. FINANCIAL BACKUP 
If you lost your major sources of income, do 
you have reliable financial backup? 

VII. FUTURE FINANCIAL OUTLOOK 
Does your financial outlook for the coming 
year(s) vary greatly from your current 
situation? 

VIII. What were your TRANSPORTATION 
COSTS to get here? $ 

IX. Did you LOSE INCOME from taking days 
off work to come to Achayot Or? 

How much? $ 

X. Are there other FACTORS affecting your 
pledge? 

PLEDGE TO ACHYOT OR 

first pledge  

revised pledge  

final pledge  
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HHHHHM)F^ mV actual 
^^^HHHra^^ situation. I was 
^^HS^^pr finally able to admit to 
^H^jfftflr myself the reality of my 
^HNS^r financial situation. 

^Sr I've thought about this stuffa lot 
Wp and Y ve been sensitive to people with 
V less and resentful of people with more, 

but I never had as much clarity about my 
own situation. Money and class were 
dirty, evil, nasty parts of the world and I 
felt powerless about them. I didn't 
understand how or why they effect 
people. Cost sharing was empowering, 
(lower-middle class woman) 

A lot of us are 2nd, 3rd, or 4th 
generation, and we have the experience of 
living in one class with the memories of 
another class close at hand, and the 
aspirations of a third class. I resonated 
with the working-class women because of 
my history, and with the upper-middle- 
class women because of people I went to 
school with. As a middle-class woman, I 
have to work hard to have some identity 
in terms of class. We're a mix of what's 
up and down, it's harder to grasp. Cost 
sharing helped make the experience of 
being middle class more visible. 

Cautions About Cost Sharing 
Although cost sharing compares favorably 

to other means of paying for events, it has some 
obvious drawbacks. It is time consuming, since 
it must be done collectively rather than indi- 
vidually. Depending on the situation, the full 
cost sharing process may not be feasible. Cost 
sharing depends upon a reasonable level of 
trust. Higher trust can usually be found in 
groups with clear boundaries - it's clear who's 
in and who's not, and folks are not coming and 
going constantly. The benefits of cost sharing 
are multiplied when an intact group uses this 
process over the course of years. This happened 
in a group I belonged to and the cost sharing 
process became a vehicle for people to take 
more control in the financial part of their lives. 
Those with surplus resources were challenged 
to take greater responsibility for sharing their 
privileges while those who had been living on 

the edge got support to take more control over 
their situations. The deeply ingrained patterns 
of entitlement vs. inadequacy were shaken up 
as guilt gave way to activity and shame to 
anger and action. 

Cost sharing also makes more sense if 
there is a reasonable level of commitment to the 
group and its members. To take the risks 
involved and devote the time necessary, a 
group needs to embrace progressive values and 
support the longer term educational benefits 
derived from cost sharing. While only 36 
women participated in the Achyot Or cost 
sharing process, I have done cost sharing with 
as many as 125 people. However at some point 
the process would become unwieldy. 

The experience of cost sharing is largely 
determined by the situations of the participants. 
Obviously, the greater the diversity the greater 
the learning. Because vulnerability is required, 
participants in a unique situation are placed in 
an uncomfortable position. In general the 
Achyot Or group was weighted toward the 
privileged end of the spectrum. Did women at 
the lower end of the class spectrum feel alien- 
ated? We raised more than we needed, but 
what if most of the group had been poor or 
working class? I have used cost sharing as the 
means of payment for a week-long training 
program for low-income women activists, 
where most of the participants were welfare 
mothers. We did not raise the necessary money 
to cover the costs, so the group undertook a 
collective fundraising project to make up the 
deficit. 

Another limitation of cost sharing is that 
it only addresses how to divide up the costs, 
which it takes as a given. It does not attend to 
how the costs were generated. Who makes 
decisions about the things that will result in 
costs - where the event will take place, food, 
etc.? What standard, or perhaps whose stan- 
dard, is chosen is a class issue. One way to 
keep events accessible to the greatest number 
of people is to keep costs down. When we 
plan events who is the fantasy participant we 
have in mind? Is she usually middle class? 
Can she afford to stay in a hotel, or will she 
be marginalized by staying in "community 
housing?" But, because cost sharing opens 
the whole can of worms, questions like this 
arise. 
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Conclusion 
We ended the whole process of cost sharing 

by discussing what we had learned, and how 
the cost sharing process related to Judaism, 
feminism and spirituality. Some women felt 
that cost sharing, while wonderful/'took up too 
much of our precious time together." They felt 
that Achyot Or was intended as a spiritual 
retreat, that we were there for spiritual pur- 
poses and that money was clearly secular. But I 
think of cost sharing as a spiritual process. 
Many of the practices of Judaism are intended 
to sanctify daily life. Cost sharing is a process 
that allows us to bring integrity and connection 
to dealing with money issues. In so doing it is a 
practice that helps us to sanctify the money part 
of life. 

It is difficult to truly redress the class 
inequities among a group of women without 
changing the larger class system that creates 
these inequities. Sometimes even when we 
attempt to deal with class differences, we 
simply perpetuate them through the hidden 
assumptions in our approach. From the per- 
sonal perspective (if there is no fixed scale I 
often have a difficult time deciding what to 
pay) to that of an organization (which system 
do we use), the problems seem so complex and 
overwhelming we often want to give up. 

I am often plagued with questions about 
class issues. I have wondered for a long time 
about what is my "fair share." These days when 
I raise such questions with my friends and 
acquaintances I feel like I'm breaking a taboo. It 
seems no one wants to think about these 
questions too carefully; they might raise 
feelings of anger, guilt, shame - and necessi- 
tate changes. Back in the 70s, those of us active 
in feminism seemed to endlessly challenge 
(often without much understanding or compas- 
sion) each other on our choices. After all, if the 
personal is political then how much I make, 
how I make it, and how I spend it are all 
political issues, and as such worthy of collective 
debate. But I think many of us grew tired of 
having every decision scrutinized and the 80s 
seemed to swing towards a "there's no one 
right way, so do your own thing" type of 
isolated individualism. 

The questions that I have about class, about 
money, about resource use, and about work 
choices are not things I believe I can or should 

figure out alone. Class ^*JHK9|^B|HH 
is a relative thing, who ^%@Vra|ra^^| 
we compare ourselves with ̂ 0I^0^^| 
often determines how we feel. ̂ Vfivua^fl 
Except for the people at either ^mBEM 
end of the class spectrum who may ^UhH 
only look one way, either up or down, ^^^8 
the rest of us can have the experience of ^B 
turning our heads either way and encoun- ^ 

tering different realities. When I think about 
someone further down the class spectrum, I 
realize I have a lot and I feel guilty, not deserv- 
ing, lucky, or privileged. When I look the other 
way, I have little compared to someone else, 
and I feel angry, resentful, or deprived. Because 
the feelings I experience can be so changeable, I 
need a community of others from a range of 
class positions with whom to think, question, 
argue, and be mutually accountable. How often 
have I heard people excuse themselves from 
any class accountability by saying something 
like, "I don't have all that much, even if I gave 
all my savings away there would still be 
hungry people in the world, so why should I 
sacrifice what I want?" 

In learning about class and classism, in 
naming our class identity, and in understand- 
ing the reality of class structure, we can develop 
a greater class consciousness. This awareness 
improves our ability to interpret what happens 
to us and in the world from a class dynamics 
perspective, which can in turn lead to working 
to eliminate classism on personal, institutional, 
and cultural levels. Cost sharing provided the 
opportunity for tackling the confusing, personal 
questions of class and money in a collective 
context, where both support and challenge 
were real. Each of us made the decision about 
our share, but not in isolation. There was 
collective accountability as well as safety. The 
glimpse of the possibilities that cost sharing 
provided was empowering for many. I look 
forward to hearing of the many ways women 
weave their deepened understandings and 
sense of empowerment into fighting classism in 
their lives. 

♦ 
I would like to thank the many wonderful 

women of Achyot Or who shared their experi- 
ences with me. I would also like to acknowl- 
edge the MN.S.ers who developed and refined 
the cost sharing process over the years 
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|^HH|H^HHHP^ including: Jerry Koch- 
^^^^HHJvj^^ Gonzalez, Joan 
^^HRj^^|r Nikelsky, Betsy Rausch- 
^^^jra^r Gilman, and Betsy Wright. I 
^HHS|r am also deeply indebted to 
W^&T manY Wends and comrades who 
KSjr spent many hours talking through the 
^T clouds of class and classism, especially 
^ Jerry Koch-Gonzalez (with whom I've 
talked the longest), Julie Greenberg, Marta 
Mangan, Grace Ross, Amy Waldman, Betsy 
Wright, Vicky Pillard, Christopher Mogil, 
Marion McNaughton (a powerful working- 
class mentor for me, who lives in England and 
offered the clarity of an outsider's view), and 
Fai Coffin (a Jewish working-class woman, a 
pioneer in the class arena, who helped me claim 
an identity I had been taught to despise). 

If you would like to further explore issues 
of money, class, and classism, please be aware 
of the following resources and options: 
• For more information about cost sharing or 

information about training on class issues, 
you may contact me at Diversity Works, 
Inc. 201 N. Valley Rd., Pelham MA. 01002 
(413) 256-1868. 

• This summer, July 13-19, 1 will be co- 
leading a week-long class with Anne 
Slepian and Christopher Mogil (authors of 
We Gave Away a Fortune: Stories of People 
Who Devoted Themselves and Their Wealth to 
Peace, Justice, and The Environment) called 
"Beyond The Taboo: A Liberating Explora- 
tion of Money and Class," at a Jewish 
Spiritual Retreat Center. This class will 
provide an opportunity for people of all 
class backgrounds and current class 
situations to explore class and money 
issues within a Jewish context. For more 
information about this class and registra- 
tion materials contact: Elat Chayyim, 
Woodstock Center for Healing and 
Renewal, PO Box 127, Woodstock, NY 
12498, or call (914) 679-2638. 

Jewish Feminist Spirituality 
featured at 
Elat Chayyim 

Hie Woodstock Center for 
Healing and Renewal 

Elat Chayyim is a new retreat center, 
IV2 hours from NYC, focusing on Jewish 
spirituality with emphases on feminist 
thought, meditation, politics, healing, 
mysticism and the arts. 

Among the exciting offerings: 

July 7-12 Twice Blessed: Exploring 
Gay, Lesbian and Jewish 
identity 

July 1 3-1 9 Encountering God/dess 
- Starhawk, Rabbi Julie 
Greenberg, Rabbi 
Joanna Katz 

July 20-26 Arts Camp: Drama, 
Dance, Humor, Crafts, 
Song, Writing and Video 

July 27-Aug 2 Torah and Dharma - 
Ram Dass and Reb 
Zalman 

August 3-9 Jews, Judaism, Addic- 
tion and Recovery - 
Rabbi Sheila Weinberg 

August 10-16 Buber - Paul Mendes 
Flohr plus Matthew Fox 
and Arthur Waskow 

August 17-23 Inheriting Our Healing 
Tradition - For Healers 

Aug 31 -Sept 6 Sexuality, Spirituality 
and Politics - Judith 
Plaskow and Martha 
Ackelsberg 

For Information and a brochure contact: 

Elat Chayyim, The Woodstock 
Center for Healing and Renewal 

P.O. Box 127E • Woodstock, NY 12498 
1-800-398-2630 
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