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ABSTRACT

The goal of thisthesis, entitled “Community Organizing: A Jewish Call to Action,” is
to analyze the intersection between community organizing and Jewish texts. Throughout the
following ten chapters, my hopeis to illuminate how the work of Congregation Based
Community Organizing (CBCO) can be enlivened through a more explicitly Jewish
foundation. Asthe field of CBCO becomes more popular in Reform Congregations
throughout the country, there is afundamental need to understand how organizing can be
framed as a Jewish practice. Especialy since many synagogues partner with broad-based,
interfaith organizations to create an organizing effort, it is essential that our congregants
understand how to engage in thiswork in a uniquely Jewish way.

Whilethereis aplethora of contemporary resources which examine the connection
between Judaism and social justice as awhole, there are very few systematic or
comprehensive resources about the way in which organizing can be understood through a
Jewish lens. Therefore, | hope that my thesis can serve this purpose. | trust that it will provide
the community with an impetus for an on-going, communal conversation about how to frame
the intersection between Judaism and community organizing in a more thorough manner.
While there are many organizations, rabbis, and communal |eaders who have already written
about this connection in avery powerful way, | hope my project will serve asacompelling
and unifying document. Ultimately, the goal of thisthesisisto inspire an even broader effort
within the community to examine the connection between organizing and Jewish thought.

My thesis can be broken down into three main components—an introduction, the
body, and a conclusion. The introduction itself includes four subsections: a) a brief
assessment of the current state of affairsin the field of Jewish socia justice. ; b) adefinition
of community organizing; c) an explanation of the cycle of organizing; d) an short
exploration of what makes a good organi zer.

The body of the paper is divided into six major chapters. Each chapter investigates
one meta-level organizing concept or tool. While there are certainly many other conceptual
toolsin the practice of community organizing, | have chosen the following six ideas because
| believe they form the foundation of any successful organizing initiative. These include
storytelling, relationship building, self-interest, power, action, and interpretation.

Each of the aforementioned chapters can be further subdivided into three areas. The
first section will explore the ideafrom a secular lens. The second section attempts to provide
an overall Jewish foundation for theidea. The third section of each chapter includes a“text
bank” with further commentary and anaysis. | hope that the text-bank portion of each
chapter can be used as afoundation for area text-study within a community-organizing
framework.



The third section of my thesis attempts to present community organizing as aform of
spiritua practice. In the conclusion, | will investigate how the Reform Movement can use
community organizing not only as away pursue systemic socia change and to create more
talented leaders, but aso as an invauable religious endeavor for our congregants.

METHODOLOGY

Throughout this project | use both primary and secondary resources. Whereas the
majority of the paper relies on secondary resources, the last sub-section of each chapter
includes a “text bank,” as well as some additional analysis of those particular texts. Unless
otherwise noted, the tranglations included in these sections are based on the 1985 JPS Tanakh
or the English version of the Judaic Classics Soncino Talmud.

A few words about language. First, | often use the phrase “ community organizing’
and “CBCO” interchangeably. In many settings, however, “community organizing” refersthe
grassroots practice of leadership and campaign development in the broadest sense. In
contrast, the phrase CBCO usually refers to how the practice of organizing is be applied
specifically to a congregational setting. This term that has been developed primarily by
Jewish communities throughout the country who have incorporated the practice of
community organizing into the work of their synagogue. That being said, for stylistic reasons
I will be using these two terms interchangeably throughout my paper.

Second, it isimportant to note that | view my thesis as both academic research paper,
aswell asaninformal guide to community organizing. Therefore, | tend to switch between
the third and first person quite frequently. Although it is uncommon for an academic paper, |
often address the reader directly because my hope is that some of the following concepts and
ideas will be used directly by congregations in their own organizing campaigns.

Secondly, throughout this paper | use the word “organizer” in two distinct, yet,
related ways. First, an “organizer” may refer to a paid professional who has been trained in
the art of community organizing by one of the broad-based organizationsin the United States
such as PICO, the IAF, Gamlid, etc.

The second way in which | use the word “organizer” isin reference to any lay leader
or clergy member who adopts an organizing philosophy into their work in the synagogue.
Oftentimes | will not differentiate between these two types of organizers. In part, thisisto
achieve astylistic goal of avoiding overly cumbersome language. Therefore, unless specified,



when | say that it is an “organizer’s’ job to participate in a particular task, | am referring to
anyone who has been trained in this philosophy and who has integrated this knowledge into
his practice over time.

More importantly, | have also conflated the use of this term because the goal of
organizing isto flatten the relationship between paid professional and lay leaders. Eventually,
lay leaders and clergy members who have been learning the trade long enough should begin
to serve as primary “organizers’ within their community. While paid organizers and broad-
based networks will always be an invaluabl e asset, the leadership team, or “organizers,”
within the community should begin to feel a sense of ownership of the process as well.
Therefore, | most often use the term “organizer” in its broadest sense because it linguistically
represents a core message of the organizing model.



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Beginning with the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885, the Reform Movement in America
has embraced a commitment to the pursuit of social justice as areligious act. Of the eight
principles set forth by these early reformers, the final one reads:

“In full accordance with the spirit of Mosaic legislation, which strivesto regulate the

relation between rich and poor, we deem it our duty to participate in the great task of

modern times, to solve on the basis of justice and righteousness, the problems
presented by the contrasts and evils of the present organization of society.”
Since then, each time the leaders of the Reform Movement met —in 1937, 1976, and 1999 —
to create a new statement of principles, social justice has continued to play a central rolein
the movement’sideology. Yet, aswe venture into the 21% Century, many individual
congregants are renegotiating the centrality of this historic commitment because of severad
unique obstacles facing our contemporary world.

First, it is clear that as Reform Jews become more learned, they also become more
committed to ritual practice, prayer life, and talmud torah (learning Torah). Primarily, thisis
an overwhelmingly positive transformation. On the other hand, in such afast-paced and over-
worked society, many Reform Jews arefinding it difficult to “do it al.” They either
participate in adult learning, or they are on the social action committee, or they attend
Shabbat services. Therefore, as Reform Jews have become more interested in Jewish learning
and prayer, it has been increasingly difficult to encourage them to also commit themselvesto
along-term socia justice initiative when they are already at the synagogue two to three days

aweek.

Relatedly, | would argue that one of the primary obstacles facing 21% Century Reform



Jawsis ageneral lack of time. As social and economic pressures continue to increase, many
congregants report that they have very little time for “extracurricular” activities at the
synagogue. Thisis only exacerbated by the phenomenon of the Baby Boomers' “sandwich
generation,” who are trying to take care of their children, as well astheir aging parents.

For most families, this makes time at the synagogue limited in scope. And if people
are seeking arespite from the chaotic life of modern-day America, they are more likely to
seek refuge in the sanctuary or in Torah study, rather than in acomplex, long-term socia
justice campaign. In essence, our ability to careis diminishing because of the pressures we
facein agloba economy. As Rabbi Jonah Pesner suggests, “The socia network of caring is
being frayed by the intense pressure of work and life on member families. And despite our
sincere desire to fulfill the Jewish mandate to pursue justice, we engage only aslim portion
of our members™*

Second, compared to earlier generations, another obstacle facing proponents of faith-
based initiatives for social justiceis that Jewish Americans are becoming more
heterogeneous in their political outlook. Whereasin the 1960s and earlier, most American
Jews tended to vote Democratic, today there is a growing amount of conservatism among our
congregants. As Feldman notes, whereas many Jews a generation or two ago worked as
teachers, social workers, and union members, today many our communal leaders have
become business owners, professionals and investors.? This has made it increasingly difficult
for Jewish leaders to come down on one side of an issue without risking aienation, or worse,
the retaliation of alarge or influential portion of their congregation or board. When large

funders are opposed to the clergy’ s political ideas, it not only becomes a political risk to

! Pesner 1.
2 Feldman 13.



stand up for an issue on the bimah, it can also become ajob liability. Therefore, it has
become true that, “What is good/bad for the Jaws has come to be defined by political parties
and their apparatchiks rather than Jewish communal leaders.”?

Having well-rounded constituencies is not a bad thing unlessit inhibits Jewish leaders
to speak about certain issuesin public. Thus the question remains, how can religious leaders
reclaim their mora agency and their ability to address controversial issues without losing
their long-term efficacy and aienating their constituency? In part, as | will address below in
greater detail, | believe that the answer to this question liesin our ability to make issues of
social justice not just apolitical debate, but a spiritual reality.

Third, | believe that our constant access to technology and social media has made it
more difficult for us to pursue long-term social justice based on face to face relationships. In
away, modern technology has become both a blessing and a curse. On one hand, it allows us
to organize our lives, our work, and our campaigns faster than ever. Through listserves,
webinars, and other online forums, social change agents have the opportunity to take
advantage of virtual communities and to expand their social networksin exponential ways.
Organizations such as MoveOn or Jewish World Watch have proved that technology is a
great asset for socia change.

Generally speaking, in afast-paced global world, technology brings people together
in unprecedented ways. For instance, in fourteen hours we can fly ourselves across the world.
In amatter of minutes we can know about the news in another continent. And with the click
of afinger, we can donate money to a micro-lending organization in the country of our
choice. Our big, wide open world has become one, small, virtual village.

However, while technology has the incredible power to “flatten” our world, it also

3 Feldman 13.
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has the power to create distance between friends, family, and community members like never
before. Rather than having a thought-provoking conversation over dinner, family members
are busy checking their smart phones. Rather than taking a stroll with the neighbors, both
kids and adults are opting to stay indoors to play the latest video game. And rather talking on
the phone or sitting down face to face, many religious community members spend their time
interfacing with one another on conference calls or through Skype. Added to the litany of
other tasks that must be done online, it makes sense that many synagogue-goers do not find
“committee work” a meaningful way to spend their “spare” time.

In order to address the problems noted above, we must find a unique and authentic
way to engage today’ s Reform Jews in the practice of social justice. For the founders of the
Reform Movement, the idea of placing social justice at the center of Judaism was a
monumental and transformational idea that changed the course of modern Jewish history.
Today, however, the message of tikkun olam, or Jewish social justice, has become so
prevalent that it runs the risk of being a catch-al, or an empty phrase. Thisis evidenced by
the fact that when most Reform congregants are asked why they participate in social justice
they often reply by ssmply stating: “Because it isthe right thing to do.” There are two
fundamental problemsto thisresponse. First, it implies that we have failed to impart areal
and lasting connection between Judaism and social justice. Second, it insinuates that they are
primarily motivated by righteous, yet external factors. In other words, most Reform Jews
who participate in socia action initiatives do so because they believe in doing the right thing
for other, perhaps less fortunate, people.

On the one hand, there is nothing wrong with being motivated by an external feeling

of compassion or justice because the Torah teaches us that our experience of oppression and
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servitude should inspire usto protect the most vulnerable citizens among us. On the other
hand, as the day to day financia and social pressures of our global economy continue to
increase, | believe that most Reform Jews are looking for opportunities not only to mend the
world (tikkun olam), but also to mend their souls (tikkun hanefesh).

In the end, the ultimate goal of my thesisisto illustrate how community organizing
can fulfill thisimmense need in the Reform Movement. By exploring the secular philosophy
of the CBCO model, along with an intense exploration of Jewish thought and texts, | hope to
facilitate the connection between tikkun olam and tikkun hanefesh from a uniquely Reform
perspective. By significantly embedding community organizing within Jewish texts and
thought, | fundamentally believe we can enable contemporary Jews to see the CBCO model
of tikkun olam as an expression of both their politics, aswell astheir spirituality. If we frame
social justice as aform of spiritual practice | believe we can illustrate how this process has
the ability to transform the lives of our congregants, as well as our neighborhoods and cities.
Last but not least, if organizing is framed as a spiritual practice is has the potential to move

us beyond bipartisan social justice issues that may otherwise divide our congregations.
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CHAPTER TWO: DEFINING COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

“CHANGE MEANS MOVEMENT. MOVEMENT MEANS FRICTION. ONLY IN THE FRICTIONLESS VACUUM
OF A NONEXISTENT ABSTRACT WORLD CAN MOVEMENT OR CHANGE OCCUR WITHOUT THAT
ABRASIVE FRICTION OF CONFLICT.”*

Thousands of years ago the prophet Amos challenged the Jewish people to create a
world in which: “Justice flows like water, and righteousness like a mighty river.”> And yet,
as we enter the 21% Century we continue livein aworld plagued by greed, poverty, war,
famine, and environmental disarray. According to the former President of the Union for
Reform Judaism, Rabbi Eric Y offie, the heart of the Jewish endeavor isto pursue justice.
Regardless of one's denominational affiliation, Y offie argues that “ Social justice, in short, is
required by our religious texts and is inseparable from our religious mission.”® Yet, the
prophetic call to justiceis not enough. We must learn how to take the passion of the prophets
and turn it into concrete methods for social change.

Thankfully, community organizing can help usto achieve this goal by effectuating
real social and political change. At its core, the CBCO model is acommunal and public
conversation about how faith-based institutions can create stronger communities and more
effective social change. Organizers pursue this work by encouraging communities to value
the process of relationship building and values clarification as much as they value their

commitment to Jewish education, prayer life, holidays, life cycle events, etc. By engaging

4 Alinsky 21.
5 Amos 5:24.
6 Yoffie.
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congregants in an intentional and systematic form of relationship building, organizing
advances the creation of a shared narrative, along with shared values and goals for both
internal and external forms of communal and social change. When done effectively,
organizing teaches people how to harness their passion, commitment and power so that they
can more effectively engagein civic change. The ultimate goal of the CBCO model isto
create areflective community in which a collective vision can be transformed into social
change.

Organizers often define this kind of transformation as shifting the “world asitis’ into
the “world asit should be.” While it is difficult to ascertain who first coined this phrase, it is
clear that by the 1970s it had become an integral part of the organizing vocabulary.
According to Alinsky’s protégé, Ed Chambers, the “world asit is’ isthe world that we are
born into. It isaworld in which each person is concerned for their own self-preservation. Itis
aworld of extreme individualism. It means competing for basic needs such as food, clothing,
shelter, safety, education, and health care. The “world asit should be,” however, isaworld in
which our basic needs are met without violence or competition so that every human being
can live from aplace of hope rather than fear. It also means being able to pursue one’'s own
dreams so that each person can become more self-actualized. Through this self-actualization
one' s actions should become more in line with one's values and hopes.”

With such a huge paradigm shift in mind it isimportant to emphasize that organizers
do not believe that this type of adaptive change can occur overnight. Rather, organizing is
viewed as along term art-form rather than ascience. It isaform art because it takes an
immense amount of curiosity, imagination, patience, passion and humility. It is not a science

because there is no magic formulafor social change that can be plugged into from one

" Chambers 21.
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community or campaign to another. For thisreason, | would argue that community
organizing means turning the art of the impossible into the practice of the possible. At its
very core, organizing is about shifting one's perspective about the world welivein. Itis
about acting strategically in order toturn aworld filled with doubt, inertia, fear, and isolation
into aworld of hope, energy, courage, and solidarity.

On the most foundational level, community organizing seeks to propel relationships
into community, community into power, and power into social change. Or as veteran
organizer Marshall Ganz suggests, organizing can divided into three major el ements. The
first stageisto identify, recruit and develop leaders who have the desire to create a more
effective and sustainable form of social change. The second stage is to build a stronger
community with these leaders at the core. The third stage isto use these relationships to build
power. ® Yet, the question remains, what is the purpose of building power?

Community organizing harnesses communal power, leadership, and vision not only to
affect social change, but also to create a sense of interpersona and intrapersonal
transformation. For example, the art of relationship building, which will be explored in more
depth below, is not ssmply a meansto an ends. Rather than building relationship in order to
convince people to join a specific cause, the goal of CBCO isto help people gain anew
understanding of their lives and interests, as well as their personal power and resources. This
also means that when organizing is done well congregants rel ate to one another in amore
deep and meaningful way. By valuing the process of relationship building as much as the
final outcome, community organizers teach us that we should value “ people before

programs.”

8 Ganz 3.
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In summary, organizing operates on three levels to transform the individual, the
synagogue, and the community at large. It is an intentional and strategic process of turning
individual relationshipsinto acommunity that is capable of acting upon shared values, shared
vision and shared power. It isimportant to note, however, that organizing isan “art” that
takes an immense amount of patience and practice. There is no simple formulathat you can
input from one community to the next. While there is strong philosophy that serves as the
foundation for thiswork, it is essential to remember that this process will look differently

from campaign to campaign and congregation to congregation.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CYCLE OF ORGANIZING

Over the past seventy to eight years the modern day field of community organizing
has developed specific tools to help people build deeper relationships, cultivate their
curiosity, think strategically and act powerfully. This grassroots process is known as the
“cycle of organizing.” While different organizations teach about the cycle in slightly
different ways, | will be presenting the model used primarily by the Industrial Ared's
Foundation (IAF). Inthis model, the cycle includes five distinct phases: individual meetings,
house meetings, research actions, public actions, and interpretation.

The goal of this chapter isto briefly summarize these five tool s because they serve as
the foundation for the meta-level themesthat | will explore in the body of my thesis. In order
to understand the concept of storytelling, relationship building, self-interest, and power, one
must first understand the premise of an individual meeting, a house meeting, etc, because
they are used to help people develop their interests, create deeper relationships, and build
power within the community. Depending on the community, the cycle of organizing could
take six months, a year, or two years to fully complete one cycle. Congregations that are new
to the CBCO model tend to take longer to complete one cycle, whereas more veteran
congregations can usually complete afull cyclein less than year depending on the size and
goal of the campaign at hand.

The cycle begins with a“one on one” or “individual meeting,” which is aso known
asa“relational meeting.” And individual meeting can take place anywhere and it should last
thirty to forty-five minutes. The goal isto create an opportunity for people to tell some

stories that reflect on€’ sinterests, passions, or current challengesin life. A relational meeting
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should not feel like an interview and it should not be used to solicit someone’ s involvement
in a particular committee or campaign. Rather, it is atrue moment of mutual exchange and
curiosity. In summary, the god of an individual meeting is to help people articulate their
stories and interests, as well as build deeper relationships with other peoplein the
congregation. All three of these goals will be discussed in greater detail below. Sufficeit to
say that the an individual meeting is more about understanding why people do what they do;
rather than simply learning about what they do on a day to day basis.

After anumber of individual meetings the next step is to create a house meeting
campaign. A house meeting is basically an expanded version of aone on one meeting. A
house meeting can be led by an organizer, rabbi or lay leader with the intention of
encouraging congregants to share their stories and experiences in alarger group setting.
Unlike a one on one meeting, house meetings are meant to facilitate deeper relationships
among a broader network of people. By sharing stories with one another the hope is that
congregants will begin to see other members of their community in a new way. This new
perspective is meant to inspire people to act together to make some kind of internal
(communal) or external (societal) change. The process by which a house meeting campaign
turnsinto an action plan will be discussed in more depth below.

The third step in the community organizing cycle is aresearch action. A research
action usually emerges after a series of house meetings in which leaders identify a prevalent
theme or concern within the community at large. The goal of aresearch actionisto help
people transform a big, societal “problem” into awinnable “issue.” In other words, while the

problem might be the lack of quality public education in the public schools, finding the right
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“issue” may mean working on aballot initiative to help increase tax dollars for school
funding.

Research actions can take place at any time throughout the cycle of organizing. In
fact, they usually occur many times throughout the process in order to help people learn more
about the issue and to hone their political knowledge. For instance, based on the example
above, one research action may include afew lay leaders going to meet with aleader in the
teacher’ s union to learn about how the school budget works. Another research action may
include meeting with a board member or an academic scholar who knows about the issue
from another perspective. After severa research actions have taken place, the group
reconvenes to talk about what they learned and how they might be able to take action on a
particular issue.

A public action is an effort to bring together awide array of congregants and
constituents to speak publically about how a certain issueis affecting the broader community.
Thereis atremendous amount of work and preparation that needs to take place before a
congregation can create a public action. Not only do the organizers need to create aviable
issue that iswidely and deeply felt throughout the community, the leaders must have enough
relationships within the congregation to fill an auditorium with members who truly care
about thisissue. Furthermore, the group has to identify, and build arelationship with, a
power-broker who has the power to affect change on thisissue aswell. A good public action
issimilar to adrama because it contains a compelling narrative arc. The intricacies of this
work will be explored in Chapter Eight. In summary, astellar public action challenges and

inspires people to become more involved in the overall campaign.
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The last step in the cycle of organizing is known as interpretation, which includes the
notion of self-reflection, group evaluation and celebration. It isimportant to emphasize that
the process of interpretation takes place throughout al of the other stages of organizing. This
means that some kind of group evaluation or informal reflection usually takes place after
every individua meeting or group encounter. Since | dedicate an entire chapter to this
process, for now | will simply state that interpretation plays a huge role in the culture of
community organizing. This practice will be explored in more depth throughout Chapter
Nine.

The cycle of organizing, and the CBCO as awhole, is distinct from other forms of
social change such as advocacy, service, philanthropy and direct action in several ways. The
major differenceisthat the CBCO model relies on working with local leaders to develop an
issue that they care about. Rather than approaching a community with a prefabricated plan of
action, organizers work with leaders to identify an issue that the community devel ops out of
their own interests and stories. These issues are developed by using the cycle of organizing to
determine the immediate needs and the interests of the community. For example, in
Baltimore local |eaders fought to pass a city-wide living wage ordinance and in Boston
leaders worked to win state-wide health care coverage. In Los Angeles, severa institutions
are working to improve public education, combat the rising cost of health care, and to
address the foreclosure crisis. These campaigns have taught us that the most effective change
occurs when an issue isidentified, articulated, and developed by people within the
community itself.

The fundamental building block for community organizing isthe belief that people

most affected by a problem have the talent and know-how to affect change in their own
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community. Thus, rather than entering a community with a pre-fabricated solution to a
problem, community organizing is based on the notion that the issue must grow organically
out of the needs and interests of community itself. This theory applies regardless of the socio-
economic background of the community because organizers believe that the people closest
the issue at hand are also the best expertsin their own community.

In summary, the cycle of organizing is meant to act as guide for any community that
wants to engage in the CBCO model. Ultimately, the goal of the cycle isto help congregants
build deeper relationships with one another, devel op new leaders, and identify issues that
people more passionate about acting upon as a community. The cycle of organizing is simply
away to mobilize the community’ s time, resources, and energy to achieve a specific outcome
determined by the congregation itself. Thinking about thiswork asa*“cycle” helps usto
maintain a sense of routine, structure, and at times, even urgency. A campaign may consist of
one organizing cycle or many. That being said, each cycleis meant to help the leaders of a
community focus their attention on particular techniques that are meant to help the

community achieve the meta-level goals and concepts outlined in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER FOUR: STORY-TELLING

Whether we recognize it or not, stories are the building blocks of life. As social
beings, we relate to one another through stories. Since it isimpossible to remember every
detail of one'slife, our lives are annotated by an ever-evolving string of stories. Thus, the
first step of any community organizing endeavor isto understand how stories operate within
our own lives, aswell asin thelives of others. Understanding the power of story-tellingis
essential to any form of social change, especially community organizing, because in order to
know where we are going we must understand where we have been. In other words, one
cannot mold the future without a clear vision of the past; stories help us clarify our past and
create the imaginative process needed to build anew future.

Change-makers, therefore, must not only learn from history, but they must also learn
from their own lives and their own stories. In order to understand how to actualize change on
acommunal level we must first recognize how change has been actualized in our own life.
Additionally, stories help us to analyze the values that lie beneath our actions and encourage
people to become more curious about their own needs and values. This heightened sense of
self-awareness naturally |eads people to become more curious about the motivations of other
people aswell.

In the realm of community organizing a good story is more than a mere snapshot of
life. Rather, it isacompelling account of acritical juncturein on€'slife, which combines
both narrative and self-analysis. A good story could be based on a time when you had to
make a difficult decision, took a big risk, when your values or ideals were challenged, or

when you came into conflict with someone or something around you.

22



Telling astory is more than just referencing the “who, what, when, where, or how” of
your life or of acertain experience. While all good stories certainly include this type of
information, a provocative story goes beyond these facts. Rather than simply identifying the
setting, characters and the plot of a story, a great story aso includes an investigation into the
“why” of one'slife. In thinking about our own storiesit isimportant to ask questions such as:
“Why did | make that decision? Why did | go against the group in thisinstance? Why did |
stand up for what | believed here but not there?” These are just some of the questions that
transform our own stories from pure narrative into an interesting analysis.

Telling your story is very different from giving someone your autobiography.
Without giving it too much thought, when people ask us about our lives we often default to
listing highlights from our resume. For example, acommon way of answering this question
would be: “1 was born in Chicago, and then | moved to D.C. for college. | fell inlovewith
the study of economics and political science, and twelve yearslater | am still working on
Capitol Hill.” This, however, isnot astory; it isacurriculum vitae. A story is not about facts
or figures, nor isit alist of credentias or work experience. Rather, agood story isafinite
anecdote that not only provides the facts but also insight into one’s core val ues and needs.
Although a good story may reflect one' s values, it isimportant to note that a good story is not
synonymous with one’s philosophical or ethical mission statement in life. For example, in
today’ s political climate, many conversations begin with a claims such as: “We cannot afford
to raise taxes,” or “Everyone deserves quality health care,” etc. Most likely, in this scenario,
the person will continue on by trying to prove their opinion with certain statistics. Thiskind

of poalitical “stumping” is the opposite of story-telling. While astory may convey certain
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embedded values or beliefs, a good story must also go beyond abstract theories to concrete
Situations or dilemmeas.

Take, for example, the resume-like anecdote cited above. If we were probe abit
further, we might uncover the following story: “I grew up in awell-to-do home in suburban
Chicago. | first realized that there was poverty and homel essness in the world when | moved
away to collegein D.C. Every day while walking to school in the morning | was asked for
my spare change. Even though | gave some money to the same guy each day he kept coming
back and asking me for more money. | was frustrated because my grandfather had worked his
way up, pulling himself up by his bootstraps, and he never asked for a handout. So one day
when | asked the man why he didn’t get ajob, he simply replied that he did not have enough
money to buy a cell phone and no employer would hire him if he did not have a phone
number where he could be reached. | realized that in my grandfather’s era this was not an
issue. While solving poverty is much more than providing homeless people with cell phones,
| realized that there are concrete ways in which we can begin to lessen the sting of poverty in
our society. | decided to work with alocal group that meets with homel ess people one-on-one
to figure out what they need in order to be successful rather than assuming that they simply
need food, money or shelter for the night.”

In the world of community organizing, thisis considered a great story for many
reasons. First, this story is successful because it has a clear beginning, middle and end. For
example, in the beginning of the story the narrator lays out her setting. Not only do we know
that she grew up in Chicago, we also have a small, but important detail about her growing up
in the suburbs. While it isimportant to avoid stereotyping the narrator based on this one fact,

we may infer that life as a suburban kid in Chicago meant having better education and more
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economic stability. Thus, the narrator provides us with a quick glimpse into the past without
spending too much time describing previous eventsin her life.

The middle of the story, aswith al great literature, consists of some kind of tension,
challenge, or crisis. Literarily, a“crisis’ is not necessarily a negative event; rather, itisan
event that forces the character to make a physical, mental or emotiona choice. As social
creatures who are confronted with new challenges on adaily basis, we are drawn to other
peopl€e’ s stories when they have the potential to teach us how to cope with the unexpected
circumstancesin our own lives. Inthis case, the narrator’s crisis occurred when she
confronted the same homeless man on her way to school every day. Rather than ignoring the
man, she decided to interact with him. This interaction became a pivotal moment or “crisis’
because it encouraged the woman to re-think some of her assumptions about homelessnessin
America.

A good story not only highlights a specific crisis, but it also offers the listener some
kind of resolution. It isimportant to note, however, that a resolution does not mean that the
narrator had to “fix” or “solve” the entire problem in its entirety. In fact, not many stories
offer usaresolution in the colloguial sense. Rather, a good way to offer aresolution to a
story, even if the crisisis still underway, is to offer anew perspective on the situation, one
that might highlight a person’s perseverance, ingenuity, or innovation. In the case above, the
resolution is that the woman decided to create an organization that would listen to the needs
of homeless men and woman. While her organization has not alleviated all poverty in
America, her story does give us a glimmer of hope and encouragement that changeis indeed
possible. Thus, agood story is not simply about the past; but rather, it also offersus a

glimpse into the future.
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Last but not least, it isimportant to note that stories should be told in away that
bal ances on€e' s persona narrative with a public experience. In other words, it is not advisable
to tell astory that istoo intimate, raw, or personal. While it is true that we are trying to
encourage congregants to devel op deeper connections with one another, if astory istoo
private, it may make the listener uncomfortable. While thereis no secret formulafor finding
the right balance between a public and private story there are at least two guidelinesthat |
would like to suggest. First, a good story goes beyond what you might tell a potential
employer. Rather than trying to present a perfect image of oneself, a good public story
includes an aspect of vulnerability. Second, a good public story is one that you will not be
ashamed of or embarrassed by the next day. In other words, if the story is something you
would normally only say during therapy then the issue may be too private to share. Likewise,
if astory produces an outburst of tears or anger it may be too raw to tell. That being said,
telling a good public story often does involve a bit of risk-taking and sharing something that
does not feel 100% comfortable at first. For example, while | was doing one-to-onesin an
affluent suburban community, a man once said to me: “| am so enraged by the economic
downturn and the irresponsibility of Wall Street.” Since | could tell he was redlly fired up by
thisissue, | asked him if he had been personally affected by the recession. At first, he was
hesitant to answer. But after awhile, he said that he had been out of work for six months and
he was really ashamed of himself because he could no longer provide for his family. This
was avery difficult story for him to tell, but with time this became the man’s public story
becauseit illustrated how his persona problem was really a much bigger public issue.
Another way to think about the balance between the public and the private element of a story

is through the feminist notion that the “personal is political.” Telling our story, or helping
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someone elsetell his or her story, is about helping people weave their personal experience
with avery public dilemma such as the one noted above.

Now that we understand what individual stories are, how do we use them? | would
argue that stories can be used in one of three ways. First, stories can help people understand
their own self-interest in a deeper way. Second, stories can help communities find shared
interests that they will decide to act upon as a congregation. Third, stories can motivate and
inspire both individuals as well as communitiesto act on their beliefs.

To begin with, how can stories help people understand their own self interest in a
more complex way? One could argue that stories are meant to be told, listened to, interpreted,
probed, added onto and then activated on both a personal and communal level. It iseasy to
surmise what it meansto tell or listen to a story but what does it mean to help someone
interpret a story? | would argue that thereis an art to telling a story, aswell aslistening to a
story. Therole of the listener is to help the person telling the story interpret why thisincident
or event had such an impact on him or her. For example, some of the questions you could ask
include, but are not limited to: “ Why is this story so meaningful to you? What kind of
emotions did it produce? What would you have done differently? What would you have done
if...? Did you see yourself as acting powerfully in this story? What would it mean for you to
act powerfully next time? What would it take to rewrite this story in a way that you would
like it to end?” By asking these probing questions the listener can help sharpen the
storyteller’s own understanding of his or her own story. In thisway, engaging in storytelling
in a one-on-one setting is an experiment in mutual learning and exploration. The storyteller

should be prepared to tell agood story as outlined above, but also, she or he should be
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prepared to reflect on the story in away that alows for the story to expand, grow, change and
evolve based on the listener’ s questions.

The second way in which stories can be used is to help communities find a common
issue or concern. In other words, organizing is based on something called a“listening
campaign.” A listening campaign consists of hundreds of individual one-on-one meetings
and house meetings, in which congregants are invited to share their stories with one another.
For many people, this may be the first time that they have been asked to engage in this kind
of storytelling in such an intentiona or official way. The purpose of having al these
individual and house meetings is for people to begin hearing other people’ s stories and
understanding some of the wider concerns the exist within the community. Listening
campaigns are usually led by ateam of ten to twenty leaders who are trained in relational
meetings and storytelling. It istheir job to help the community interpret what kind of stories
people are telling and to help the community decide what issue they want to address in the
coming year or years. Thisis amuch more complex process than can be described in afew
lines, but what isimportant to keep in mind hereis that persona stories form the basis of
exploring communal concerns and interests. Rather than deciding an issue from the top-
down, or rather than deciding based on whatever hot topic isin the news at the particular
moment, an issue emerges from the stories and experiences shared by congregants peoplein
the congregation are talking about in real time, in their own lives, and in their own
communities.

Third, stories can be used to inspire individuals and communities to act on their

values.
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One way thisisdoneis by helping congregations interpret their past actions so they can learn
to tell anew story about their community, their values, and their actions. This alows
congregations to weave together anew story out of their collective past experiences. This
generative process takes place when people come together to interpret how their stories
overlap and what kind of story the community wantsto tell in the future. It means figuring
out how to trandate individual narratives, and perhaps even pain, into a public issue and acry
for action.

Here is one story of a congregation that has successfully begun this process of turning
individual narrativesinto a new communal narrative. Historicaly, this congregation was
known for its commitment to social justice, and yet people started to notice that the same ten
or twenty people were always engaged in all things related to socia action. As aresult, the
leaders of this congregation embraced the community organizing model and began having
one-on-one conversations with their congregants. After talking to over three-hundred people,
the leaders at this synagogue started to realize that pursuing “social justice” could no longer
simply mean working with low-income communities, because they were hearing story after
story about unemployment, financial insecurity, and healthcare dilemmas within their own
congregation. However, after each individual meeting the congregant would say: “Please
don't tell anyone else at the synagogue, because I’ m sure that I’ m the only one dealing with
this. Everyone else seems to be well-off.” After weeks of hearing this same refrain, the
leaders started to realize that they wanted to tell a different story about their synagogue. They
wanted their synagogue to be a place where people were not afraid to talk about the problems
they were facing economically, socially, or physicaly. Therefore, after months of listening to

stories about fear, isolation and insecurity, the leaders and clergy of this synagogue wanted to
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develop a new message—one of hope, solidarity, and creative civic engagement. As depicted
by this example, the use of individual stories and narratives, the goal of community
organizing is to weave together a new story based on communa conversations, hope, and
ultimately, social change.

One of the ways in which old stories are turned into a new story for communal
change is through an organizing tool known as an “interpretation session.” It isimportant to
note that an interpretation session can take on one of many forms. For example, it could
mean getting together ten leadersin an informal setting to talk about what stories they have
been hearing from other congregants. Or, it could mean gathering together fifty to one-
hundred congregants who have already participated in an individua meeting or a house
meeting to hear a multitude of stories and to interpret them as a group. Regardless of the size,
the goal of these interpretations sessions is two-fold. Thefirst goal isto present awide
variety of stories that incorporate some of the common themes that have been heard
throughout the community. Second, participants are encouraged to think about how these
stories may have a common point of connection and can be woven together to create a shared
vision and future narrétive.

Asnoted earlier, story-telling is the foundation of our social reality. Therefore,
creating new stories through a specific kind of communa engagement has the potential to
help us create socia change. It would be immensely naive, however, to assume that telling a
good story leads directly to any kind of concrete action or change. That being said, stories are
the building blocks of social change because when they aretold in an effective and
convincing manner, they have the power to engage our emotionsin avery powerful way.

Author Jeffrey Stout argues that face-to-face encounters are fundamental to socia
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change movements because they actually have the power to help us empathizein a
monumental way. Unlike asurvey or an email, Stout argues that face-to-face interactions
have the potential to affect us physiologically. Based on research done in the 1990s on
“mirror neurons,” scientists argue that neuronsin the brain actually react to other people’'s
emotions in away that transfers that emotion, neurologically, to the listener. In other words,
if you are sitting face to face with someone who is sad or mad, you may start to feel sad or
mad as well. For many years people believed that this was simply an empathetic response;
however, research shows that one's brain may actually be receiving some of the sadness or
anger from the other person and incorporating it into one's own body.® Undoubtedly, it is
more likely that if you are able to conceptualize, or even feel, someone else’' s fear, pain or
sadness, you are likely to act with them to change their situation. Thisiswhy face-to-face
interactions are so important in the world of community organizing.

According to veteran organizer Marshall Ganz, who worked hand in hand with
Caesar Chavez in the 1970s, stories have the ability to turn negative emotions into positive
emotions, and those positive emotions can serve as the basis for communal action and social
change. First, he suggests that stories have the ability to turn fear into hope. Unfortunately,
many Americans live with alot of fear—fear of losing their job, of not being able to afford a
good education, or of ending up in the hospital and not being able to afford their healthcare
premiums. But with such complex governmenta and corporate systems at play, most people
tend to live with this fear rather than trying to change the system. Ganz argues that stories
can ingtill a sense of hope or optimism by stirring up feelings of courage and audacity. As

noted above, one way to do thisisto include some kind of resolution or a story of success.

% Stout 153.
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As discussed, however, aresolution does not mean that every story must end in avictory. It
ispossibleto tell astory of defeat through the lens of courage and hope.

Second, stories are meant to transform apathy and inertiainto energy and urgency.
Literally, apathy in Greek means a“lack of emotion.” Apathy can be born of many causes.
Sometimes, apathy is a byproduct of routine. When something happens too often, it starts to
appear ineffective or unimportant. For example, if agroup holds a peacerally everyday it is
easy for participants and onlookers to become apathetic about this particular group of actors.
Another form of apathy is caused by feelings of hopel essness. If one cares about an issue but
feels unable to do anything to change it, he or she can become apathetic. In addition to
providing hope that small success and change is possible, stories can also illustrate how
anger is a productive antidote to apathy. It isimportant to note that many people are
uncomfortable using their anger as atool for good. In this case, it isimportant to define the
difference between “hot anger” and “cold anger.” In the world of community organizing,
“hot anger” israrely helpful. It is defined as uncontrolled rage. Conversdly, “cold anger” is
the ability to engage one’ s anger for the sake of illuminating an injustice and motivating
others to act against that injustice. “It is a constructive anger based on the difference between
what ‘ought to be’ and ‘what is.” It is the indignation we feel when our ‘moral order’ has
been violated.” Thisis aso known as righteous indignation. A great biblical example of the
difference between “hot” and “cold” anger can be found in the beginning of the story of the
Exodus. In Exodus 2:11-15, Moses witnesses a Hebrew slave being beaten by a taskmaster.
Moses is so enraged that he strikes the taskmaster with afatal blow. The consequence of
Moses “hot anger” isthat he must flee to Midian so heis not prosecuted for the murder of an

Egyptian loyalist. Moses' anger is marked by an act of violence; it is an example of “hot
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anger,” which can be described as a rash action that |eads to unforeseen consequences. On
the other hand, “cold anger” involves using one's anger as a calculated risk. For example, in
Exodus 10:3-7, Moses and Aaron go to Pharaoh and demand: “Let My people go!” They
spell out al of the injustice that Pharaoh has done to the Israglites and they notify Pharaoh of
the consequences of hisinaction. Thisis an example of Moses using cold anger and
calculated speech to convey avery strong message to the Pharaoh. In thisway, cold anger is
used to transform inertiainto urgency. It tells us why an action must be taken in the
immediate future. In addition to using cold anger as a means to combat inertia, stories can
also transform inertiainto a sense of urgency by explaining why there is a certain window of
opportunity for a particular form of action.

Thelast way that a story can inspire action is by transforming self-doubt and isolation
into confidence and solidarity. One way stories can turn self doubt into confidence is by
relaying a story in which you, or someone you know, actually made a difference in the world.
As mentioned above, this can be about asmall victory or a huge campaign. Simply stated, a
story that is told about making a difference breeds more confidence. Confidenceisaso
encouraged by giving people public recognition for their participation in something that
made a difference. Even this small gesture makes a huge impact on individual psyches. In
addition to bolstering confidence, storytelling and recognition can also promote a sense of
solidarity. Many people defer action because they fedl that the work is too daunting for them
asindividuals. But when stories are told that promote the notion of working together to solve
an issue, individual actors are more likely to take arisk and become involved. In other words,
without a sense of shared identity, people often feel powerless. Thisis one of the key reasons

that community organizing takes place within the congregational setting. By building the
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interests and stories along institutional lines people become aware of the fact that their efforts
are not in vain because they are acting within the power of the institution itself.

In summary, there are many different ways that stories can help propel congregations into
action. At the most basic level, however, it isimportant to remember that stories have the
ability to energize people because they can transform a narrative of fear, insecurity or inertia
into a story of hope, confidence, and urgency. This psychological transformation isthe first

step towards creating communal action and social change.
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STORY-TELLING FROM A JEWISH LENS

When many congregants first encounter the CBCO model, they are often perplexed or
even skeptical of aprocess that puts so much emphasis on story-telling. They question why a
socia justice initiative would begin with such an involved and lengthy practice involving
meeting with so many people one-on-one or through house meetings. Many group members
ask how talking to people about their life, stories, and interests can help them build a socia
justiceinitiative in their synagogue. As examined above, veteran organizers argue that story-
tellingisapractical tool for developing deeper relationships, which ultimately lead us
towards more civic and communal power. However, | would argue that Judaism also teaches
us that stories and words have an innately transformative and powerful property.

Just as stories are the building blocks of life, Jewish tradition teaches us that words
are the building blocks of existence. Aswritten in the first chapter of Genesis, “In the
beginning God said ‘ Let there belight,” and there was light” (Gen 1:3). This passage teaches
us that that language is not only aform of communication, but also a powerful tool for
creation. This pattern continues as God creates the heavens and the earth, the stars and the
seas, humans and animals with Hiswords: “Let there be....” Asthis demonstrates, words are
more than the tools to narrate a story or to express a sentiment. Rather, they have the power
to create anew reality. The Kabbalists argue that our words have power because each
Hebrew letter serves as the foundation of every creation—past, present and future. Asthe
Zohar states: “Twenty-two elemental letters—God engraved them, carved them, weighed

them, permuted them, and transposed them, forming with them everything formed and
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everything destined to be formed.”*° Thus, not only does God have the power to create
reality through speech, but as humans we have to co-create “ everything destined to be
formed” through our own speech. Furthermore, if humans are truly created in God' s image
(b’'tzelem Elohim) then it stands to argue that our words also possess an element of the divine
ability to alter our redlity through speech.

One example of our tradition’s belief in the immense power of human speech can be
found in the story of Noah and the great flood. When we first meet Noah in Genesis, chapter
six, God is outraged at humanity because society is vile and corrupt. Frustrated by His own
creation, God decides to send aflood to destroy all humanity so that He can start over and
create a better version of the world. However, the Torah tells us that God finds one righteous
man, Noah , who is worth saving from the impending flood. Asit saysin Gensis 6:14, God
said to Noah: “Make an ark (X2°n, tevah) for yourself...” The late Hasidic master, Rabbi Levi
Yitzchok of Berdichev (1740-1809), argues that the word tevah can also mean “word.” As
Rabbi Levi theorizes in his famous commentary entitled the Kedushat Levi:

“The word tevah does not only mean ark, but also ‘word.” God tells Noah that al his

activities would be confined to the inside of the ark, including speech....by using the

right words he could construct the ark by merely uttering the correct formula. Using

the correct words would also ensure that God would fed at home inside and around

the ark. The dual meaning of the word tevall? teaches Noah that his words could

ensure the survival of man and the earth.” ™ [emphasis added]
As Rabbi Levi suggests, Noah’s words have an almost magical ability to create a safe-haven
for humanity through the articulation of asimple, pre-fabricated statement. More
importantly, | would argue, Rabbi Levi teaches us that Noah’ s words can aso make God feel

“at home” inthe ark, aswell asin the world at large. Last but not least, Noah’ s words

10 Matt 102.
1 Munk 33.
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actually have the ability to help save humankind. Just as Noah’'s ark or “words’ carried him
and his family to safety, so can our words help create a vehicle for perfecting the world.

Our speech matters because it has the potential to transform our reality. From this
Hasidic tale we learn that words not only have the power to create, they also have the power
to carry usto anew and safer ground. Words are like arks that enable humans to create a
world of new possibility. Words can carry us through the treachery and chaos of aworld
flooded with injustice to aworld of peace and justice. Words can transform stories of fear,
violence, discord, and inequality into stories of hope, safety, and unity. In fact, | believe that
through the creative energy of words, which are turned into stories, our journey to
redemption begins.

Aswe learn in the Book of Exodus, the Israglites suffered gravely under the rule of a
new Pharaoh.* Aswe tell this story year after year at Passover, God calls out to Moses and
Aaron to lead the Israglite people to freedom. At the pinnacle of this historic drama, God tells
Moses and Aaron that He will bring one last plague upon the Egyptian people. After
conveying that God will kill all of the first born Egyptian men, Moses leaves Pharaoh’s
presence enraged. At this very moment, instead of telling us about the outcome of this
dramatic event, the narrative is interrupted by God’s instructions for how the Israglites should
talk about their Exodus from Egypt before it even happens.™® One might think that God
would save the Israglites first, and then tell them how to commemorate this momentous
occasion. However, the opposite is true. In Exodus Chapter 12, while the Isradlites are still in
the “narrow” and oppressed world of Mitzrayim (Egypt), God commands the people to mark

thefirst of Nisan as the date in which every Israglite household shall re-tell the story of their

12 Exodus 1:8-11
13 |n the Masoretic text, this narrative break can be found between Ex. 11 and Ex. 12.
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Exodus from Egypt. The first twenty or so lines of Chapter 12 focus on God'’ sinstructions
for what the Isradlites should sacrifice, wear, and eat during Passover. Then, beginning in
Exodus 12:24-28, God instructs the people on how they should tell the story of the Exodus to
their children:
“And it will come to pass, when your children say to you: ‘What does this service
[ritual] mean to you? Y ou will say to them: ‘ The Passover sacrificeisfor YHVH,

who passed over the homes of the Children of Isragl in Egypt when he smote the
Egyptians, but God saved our homes.”**
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One noteworthy aspect of this verseisthat it teaches us that redemption does not occur
without story. In other words, redemption cannot not take place until the centrality of our
story of redemption is also ensured for future generations. Thus, | would argue that the
Torah istrying to teach us that story-telling is not simply a precursor to the Exodus but
also apivotal component of our struggle for freedom. Until God ensures that the
Israelites will repesat the story of the Exodus year after year, they cannot be set free from
bondage.

Similarly until we learn to tell the story of our own modern day mitzrayim
(narrow places) there is no way to move from aworld of oppression and injustice to a
world of justice and equality. While many congregants wonder why they must tell their
own personal story in order to build aplatform for socia justice, it is clear that the Torah
emphasizes the need to tell our story before we can participate in our own liberation.

Althougth the story-telling process utilized by the CBCO model can be very time

14 Exodus 12:26
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consuming, it is based on the radical, Jewish notion that stories are the foundation of
redemption. Furthermore, as Abraham Joshua Heschel once said: “We shall never be able
to understand that the spirit is revealed in the form of words unless we discover the vita
truth that speech has power.”*® Therefore, rather than viewing the process of story-telling
or relationship-building as a superfluous or time-consuming part of the CBCO model, we
must recognize that Judai sm teaches us that words and stories are in fact the beginning of

redemption.

® Heschel, Man’s Quest 25.
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BIBLICAL TEXT

As mentioned above, the dramatic story of the Israelites’ Exodus from Egypt is
abruptly interrupted by an explanation of how the Israelites should commemorate their
liberation. Based on the verse above (Ex. 12:24-27), the Rabbis suggest that there are
four archetypes found among the Israglite children: the wicked child, the wise child, the
simple child, and the child who does not know how to ask.

These four archetypes are based on four different versesin the Torah that refer to
the Israglites journey from Egypt. For example, Exodus 12:26-7 symbolizes the wicked
child, Exodus 13:8 refers to the child who does not even know how to ask a question
about the peopl € s struggle for freedom, Exodus 13:4 represents the simple child, and
Deuteronomy 6:20-26 signifies the wise child.

e Please compare and contrast the verses below.

e \What similarities or differences are there between these verses?

¢ Isthere anything that these verses can teach us about the connection between
story-telling and redemption?

e Other than the rabbinic interpretation, why do you think there are four different
waysto tell the story of our Exodus?

Exodus 12:26-27
The Wicked Child
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Exodus 13:8
The Child Who Does Not Know How to Ask

NYIND 02 AD NTINY N 8And you shall explain to your son on that day,
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Exodus 13:14
The Simple Child
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Deuteronomy 6:20-24
TheWise Child
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20 When, in atime to come, your children ask
you, 'What do the testimonies, and the statutes,
and the ordinances mean, which YHVH, our
God, has commanded you?

21 Then you shall say to your children: 'We
were daves to Pharaoh in Egypt, and YHVH
freed us from Egypt with a mighty hand.

22 And YHVH wrought before our eyes
marvelous and destructive signs and portents
in Egypt, against Pharaoh and hisentire
household.

23 And us He freed us from there, so that He
could bring usto the land that He swore to our
fathers.

24 Then YHVH commanded us to do all these
laws, to revere Adonai our God, for our lasting
good and for our survival, asis now the case.
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A Closer Look:

Three out of the four passages above use the verb amar, which meansto “say” or to
“speak,” in order to convey to the Israelites that they must repeat the story of Passover to
their children year after year. In contrast, in Exodus 13:8 the Torah uses the verb | hagid,
which comes from the root n.g.d. to convey asimilar message.

This distinction isimportant because the Rabbis decide to call the Passover Seder a
Haggadah, which comes from the same Hebrew word as in Exodus 13:8. In Modern Hebrew,
theword I’ hagid isusually translated as “to tell” or “to say.” So, what can we learn from the
Rabbis' decision to call the Passover Seder a Haggadah? Furthermore, what significance
doesit have that the central element of the Passover celebration is the “magid’—the telling
of the story of the Exodus from Egypt?

In Exodus 13:8, the word higad'tah isin the hif’ eel form of the verb n.g.d. Thisverb
appears 334 times in the hifeel form alone, but only 48 times in the Chumash.™® Since hif ed
forms are often causative, it islogical to presume that higad’ tah can be defined as “to cause
to know.” Yet, for the sake of simplicity, it is often translated colloquially asto tell or to say.
However, the goa of this etymological investigation isincrease our understanding of this
verb’s complex nature. For example, linguists argue that the verb form of higad’tah is most
likely related to the prepositional form of the word (i.e.- neged), which means “to face, to
confront, or to stand across from.”*’

Interestingly, the connection between | hagid (to tell) and neged (to stand across from
someone) isin keeping with the ideals of the CBCO model. In order “to tell” someone your
story or to really “ cause them to know” what you are experiencing, one must have aface-to-
face encounter in which the participants are litera ly standing across from one another (e.g.-
eish neged |’ eish). While Jewish organizers often use the idea of panim al panim to speak
about a one-on-one encounter, | would like to suggest that we might also use the root n.g.d to
arrive at asimilar idea. Perhaps, only by r standing across from someone in a one-on-one
encounter that we will know how “to tell” a story, which causes usto get to understand
ourselves and our community membersin away that enables usto act together with more
power.

In support of thisidea, linguists argue that the Arabic meaning of the root n.g.d.
means to “overcome” or to “help.”*® In other words, by standing face-to-face, or by
confronting someone one-on-one in order to tell them a story, we may actually be able to
help one another overcome an obstacle that we cannot handle on our own asindividuals.
Interestingly, this understanding of the root n.g.d. may be indicated by the first use of the
word in the Torah. In Genesis 2:18, God says that it is hot good for man to be alone,
therefore He creates Eve as an ezer-knegdo for Adam. Most often, thisword is trandlated as a
helpmeet. However, what does it mean to be a hel pmeet? Applying the information above, |

¥ TDOT 175.
Y TDOT 174.
BTDOT 174.
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would argue that a helpmeet is someone who helps another person by standing face-to-face
with him or her, perhaps even confronting or agitating them, so that they will understand the
true nature of their stories, their interests and their desires.

Last but not least, the verb form of n.g.d. first appearsin Genesis 3:11 when God asks
Adam “Who told (higid) you that you were naked?’ One scholar suggests that in addition to
alot of other uses, the verb n.g.d. aso carries the connotation of being used to investigate the
truth. Once again, | believe that thisinsight can help Jewish organizers deepen the connection
between the concept of story-telling and its ability to turn relationshipsinto aforce for social
change.

RABBINIC TEXT

At the beginning of the story-telling portion of our Passover seder, a section known
as the magid (telling), the Rabbis retell the story of how we were slavesin Egypt. This
section is known as avadim hayinu in Hebrew. While many seder participants are familiar
with the first half of this section, which talks about how God brought the Israelites out of
Egypt with an outstretched arm, fewer people are familiar the second half of the paragraph,
which reads:

“Even if all of us were smart, all of us wise, all of us experienced, all of us learned in Torah,
we would still be commanded to discuss the Exodus from Egypt. And everyone who really
discusses the Exodus from Egypt is praised.”*
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e \Why do you think that the Passover Haggadah instructs us to tell the story of
Passover even if we are smart, wise, experienced or learned? Isthere a difference
between all of the different descriptors used above?

o While Hoffman translates the word 727 (marbeh) as “really,” many other
scholars trandate this as “ to increase, to expand upon, or to multiply.”
Therefore, in your opinion, what does it mean that anyone who really discusses or
expands upon the story of the Exodus deserves praise?

¥ Trand ation based on Hoffman 169.
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A Closer Look:

According to Rabbinic scholar, Professor Alyssa Gray, this section of avadim hayinu
reminds us that no matter how well we know the story of Passover, we are still commanded
to tell the story and even to expound upon it more than needed. Based on the comments of a
medieval Jewish philosopher known as the Rashbetz, Gray argues that: “We should not think
that the recitation of the Haggadah is only for the children—notwithstanding all the attention
paid to them at the Seder. The recounting of the Exodus from Egypt is an adult responsibility
aswell, even for those adults who are Jewishly learned.”

Similarly, in the beginning of some CBCO campaigns, people may feel a sense of
resistance talking to people and telling stories. At times thisis because they fed like they
already know this person or because they have engaged in similar conversations in the past.
My hopeisthat this section of the Haggadah will help us place the notion story-telling in a
larger framework. If we can learn something new each year from the Haggadah, then |
certainly believe that we can learn something new from each conversation with another
person no matter how familiar we may be with this particular person. The Haggadah teaches
us to remain humble and to avoid scorning repetition becauseit is, in fact, a key ingrediate to
the story of our redemption.

Furthermore, many medieval commentators, such as Abudarham (14™ Century
Spanish commentator) and Don Isaac Abarbanel (Spain and Italy 1437-1508) argue that the
only way someoneis praised for telling the story of Passover isif they expand and expound
on it (hamarbeh I’ saper) more than normal.** Just telling the story of the Exodusis not
praiseworthy. Rather, expanding upon it is the only way to be praised for this mitzvah.

o How might thisrelate to the concept of story-telling in cycle of organizing?

Last but not least, while the idea of increasing upon the story of the Exodusis clearly
apost-biblical injunction, Professor Larry Hoffman suggests that we expand upon the story
of Exodus as away to imitate God' s great expansion of signs and portentsin the land of

Egypt.?

0 The Rabbisteach that expanding upon the story of the Exodusis a form of
imitatio dei®® because it is supposed to parallel God's expansive mercy as He
bestowed an ever-increasing amount of miracles upon the Israelitesin order
to free them from Egypt.

0 Inwhat waysisexpanding a story like expanding miracles?

2 Hoffman 172.
2 Hoffman 187.
2 Hoffman 184.

2 The idea of imitatio dei, imitating God, is seen as a holy endeavor in Judaism, as it says in Leviticus 19:2:
“You shall be holy, for I, Adonai, am holy.”



MEDIEVAL TEXT

Rabbi Leon de Modena (1571-1684)

“Words are the guides to acts; the mouth makes the first move.”
o Why do you think Leon de Modena believes that words are the guides to acts?

0 What are some words that have inspired you to act in the past?
o Can you think of an instance when your works influenced your acts?

MODERN TEXTS

Rachel Adler

“To determine where we ought to go, we must reflect on where we have been. We do this
best by storytelling. Asindividuals, we continually rework and relate our life stories to
ourselves and to others and project ourselves into possible futures through dreams and
fantasies...The ethicist Alasdair Maclntyre says, “1 can only answer the question, ‘What am |
to do? if | can answer the prior questions, “Of what story or stories do | find myself a part?
Commitments emerge out of stories and are refashioned in stories.”**

e Do you agreewith Adler’ sidea that in order to know where we are going we need to
know where we have been?

e Inaddition to story-telling, what is another way in which we may “ remember” where
we have been?

o Adler argues that commitments emerge out of stories. Can you think of an example of
thisin Jewish teachings or texts? Can you think of a time when this was true in your

own life?
e What isa story about your past that could inform what you are going to do, or be, in
the future?
** Adler 320.
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A Closer Look:

Later in this chapter, Adler introduces her readers to the concept of nomos, the Greek
word for “law.” While many Jewish scholars have used this word to refer to halakhah,
Jewish law, Adler suggests that there is another way to think about this notion based on
broader sociological and cultural factors. As Peter Berger, a famous American sociologist
argues, nomos does not ssimply refer to particular law or legal concept. Rather, nomos
represents the process by which human beings fashion the world around them through their
own ideology and actions. In other words, the way we understand things to be true are created by
our discourse. Thus, our own language creates that which we believe is “true,” common sense
knowledge. Adler argues, therefore, that our world is ordered and made full of meaning through our
individual and corporate understanding of the world. Therefore, nomos is a universe of meanings,
values, and rules embedded through story-telling.?®

0 What stories would help us to inhabit the world of possibilities? Having told a story
of possibility, how could we inspire people to be “ willing to live some of themout in
praxis’ ?

Rabhbi Tzvi Blanchard

“There are stories that tell about holding people while they cry with the pains of thisworld,
and then there are other stories that show the possibility of really coming full circle, of being
transformed. These stories show uswhat it means to actually be able to touch all parts of
ourselves and bring them together, and to access what is available not just in our own
memory, but al across the spectrum of our family’s memory, of our community’s memory,
of the human race’ s memory, and perhaps in spiritual domains we can only begin to
understand”

o InJewish texts or traditions, what story or storiestell us about the possibility of
coming “ full circle” and about being transformed? Are there stories like thesein
your own life aswell?

o Blanchard argues that stories can bind our imagination across space and time. Is
there a story that plays that role for you in your life or in the life of your family?

% Adler 329.
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CHAPTER FIVE: RELATIONSHIPS

If stories are the building blocks of all community organizing efforts, then
relationships serve as their foundation. The root of relationship building begins with a
mutual exchange of stories, which transforms an ordinary interaction into a personal
encounter. A persona encounter becomes the basis for an on-going relationship, which
ideally grows and deepens over time. The goal of this chapter is to examine the meaning of
relationships and why they are so important to the CBCO model.

In the early 1960s sociologist Peter Blau argued that al human relationships are
essentially a process of social exchange. He argued that relationships are formed, deepened,
or dissolved based primarily on a cost-benefit analysis. In other words, we, as human beings,
are constantly weighing, both consciously and unconsciously, how much a particular
relationship can help or hurt us. For example, Blau explains that people decide to invest in a
relationship based on whether or not a person (or group of people) can increase their social
status, economic status, or emotional comfort in that moment of their life. However, when
the time or effort needed to sustain arelationship outwei ghs the benefits, people tend to let
that particular friendship or acquaintance dissipate. Thus, in aworld where Romanticism
often informs our outlook on relationships, friendship, and love, Blau argues that human
beings are actually much more scientific in their approach to connectivity. While thereis no
doubt that his theory was formulated in an age where socia utilitarianism was at its peak, |
would argue that many of our own interactions are influenced by this social exchange theory
whether we are aware of it or not.

In the work of community organizing, relationships are recognized as a form of social

exchange, but a'so much more. Ganz suggests that the social exchange theory can help
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organizers recognize that everyone entersinto arelationship with certain interests, as well as
resources. When another person enters that relationship, they usually enter with different
interests and resources. The best relationships are those that have a balance between similar
and different interests and resources.

Relationships thrive the existence of shared interests because people are attracted to
others with a shared experience or vision. On the other hand, if people are too similar the
social exchange theory tells us that this relationship will not flourish either. In many ways
this seems counterintuitive because we often think about establishing relationships with
people based on how much we like someone or how many things we have in common.
However, truly rich relationships evolve when there are enough differences between people
that they can grow and change by being in community with one another. A great example of
this exists within the interfaith model of community organizing. By bringing together lay
leaders from diverse faith backgrounds the assumption is that there are enough similarities
between people of faith so that they can eventually work towards a common goal. However,
there are also enough differences between the faiths to make these conversations interesting,
engaging, and challenging. Different faith groups also bring awide variety of resourcesto the
table, which makes the interfaith foundation of community organizing an ideal form of social
exchange. For example, while many Jewish congregations have relationships with peoplein
political power, many Catholic communities have the ability to mobilize alarge number of
people very quickly. By sharing these kinds of resources the group as a whole becomes more
powerful. As Ganz suggests, the best relationships are those that have a mutual giving and

taking of interests and resources.
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Whilethiskind of social exchange is an important e ement of relationship building,
Ganz emphasizes that true relationships cannot be boiled down to this kind of a utilitarian
trade. He argues that we while we need to understand how socia exchange theory affects our
relationships, we must consciously push beyond this notion in order to transform asimple
exchangeinto areal relationship. According to this understanding, rel ationships are not
simply about having “meetings’ with one another; rather, they are about having true
encounter with another human being. This means being present and availableto listen to a
person’s dreams, fears, and challenges, and then being able to reciprocate. In essence, it is
about understanding why people do what they do. And yet, it is not afact-finding mission. It
isamission of essence. Who is this person at hisor her core? Where do his or her beliefs
come from? Who, or what, motivates and inspires this person to act on his or her beliefs?
What inhibits this person from acting on his or her beliefs?

The god of gathering thisinformation, however, is not about using a person’s self-
interests so we can “manipulate” them into working on a specific campaign or idea. Although
many relationships are initiated in order to fill aspot on a committee or board, community
organizing seeks to enable people to build something together from the ground up. Rather
than pitching a particular idea to someone, community organizing is about co-creating and
developing an ideaover time. Thus, if our goal isto plug an individua’ sinterest into a pre-
existing idea or campaign, then we have misunderstood the art of the relational meeting.
Instead of thinking about whether this person’s “interests’ meets our “needs’ (e.g. - for more
people to be involved your leadership team, campaign, etc), the key question is whether or

not this person can act in arelationa way.
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There are many facets to being arelational person, but there are at least two essential
characteristics worth mentioning in brief. First, arelational person must have a deep sense of
curiosity for the social landscape. This means being interested in devel oping open-ended,
public relationships with other people in the synagogue that are not based on a particular set
of actions or programmeatic efforts; but rather, atrue interest in understanding what inspires
and motivates other people. Thisis demonstrated by approaching others with a sense of
mutuality and respect, not only for someone else’s life experience and stories, but also, for
the creative input and ideas that they generate going forward.

The second most important characteristic of arelational person is whether or not he or
she can absorb the tension inherent in cultivating arelational aimosphere. Veteran IAF
organizer Mike Gecan argues that all healthy relating tends to generate tension over time. %
Unlike groups engaged in community organizing, most organizations do not encourage their
participants to reflect on their self-interest, or to articulate their needsin an explicit manner.
Thisis unfortunate because whether or not one’s needs and interests are expressed, they
inevitably inform the dynamics of any given group. As aresult, in many groups self-interest
tends to play out more implicitly, through hidden agendas and back-room deals. Conversely,
in community organizing, where people are encouraged to understand and articulate their
self-interest, it isinevitable that there will be more explicit tensions within the group. In the
long run, however, the hope is that this kind of transparency will lead to a deeper level of
mutuality and trust over time. Therefore, atruly relational person has the ability to sustain the
overt tension that is created when peopl e are encouraged to express conflicting interests,
concerns and beliefs. In the end, arelational person is someone who is not afraid of

confronting this kind of tension without trying to immediately resolve it, or run away from it.

% Gecan 25.
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Another mark of atrue encounter is that it has the ability to shape both individualsin
the relationship regardless of who initiated the meeting. This means that even if you are the
one who invited the person to have arelational meeting, or even if you see yourself as the
“expert” organizer in this situation, an authentic encounter can only take placeif both parties
are open to the possibility of being affected or transformed. Thisis a difficult concept to
grasp because it means being able to achieve two goals that often appear somewhat
contradictory. On one hand, a good relationship is based on understanding a person’s core
interests and concerns. On the other, if the meeting becomes a fishing expedition with the
goal of discovering a person’sinterestsin order to meet the organizer’s needs, then the
meeting will become an un-relational, survey-like exchange. Thus, the relationship model of
community organizing seeks to strike a balance between getting to know someone at their
core, while being open to having your own thoughts and behaviors affected by the
conversation itself. In other words, if you have not learned something new about yoursel f
during arelational meeting then you have not learned the real art of a one-on-one encounter.

In summary, good relationships include some kind of exchange of idesas, interests and
resources. Y et, they are more than simple transactions. Social exchanges are transformed into
relational moments when two people encounter one another from a place of genuine curiosity
and mutual respect. They require delving into a person’s core essence so that we can become
more effective at co-creating the world that we wish to inhabit. True relational moments also
enable us to reflect on our own motivations and to learn more about our own stories and
interests at the same time. Now that we better understand what true relational encounters are,

we must analyze why they are important.
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Relationships are important for amyriad of purposes, but within the CBCO mode! |
would argue that they are significant four main reasons. First, relationship building based on
atrue encounter makes it possible for people to feel atrue sense of belonging. Second,
through a give-and-take process, relationships help peopleto clarify their interests, resources,
values, and needs. Third, relationships are important because they have the potential to turn
energy and interests into communal goas and communal action. And fourth, relationships
form the basis of social and political power.

By focusing on the renewed art of relationship building, one that defies the highly
transactional nature of many modern-day relationships, community organizing creates space
for peopleto feel atrue sense of belonging and meaning within our communities once again.
For the sake of this paper, | define atransactional interaction as one with afinite purposein
which a person receives something in return for something else. Whether buying a coffee
from abarista at Starbucks or agreeing to pick up the kids for a carpool, many of our
encounters on adaily basis are transactional. It isimportant to note, however, that just
because something is transactional does not mean it is inherently negative. The problem is
that a much higher percentage of our daily interactions are becoming transactional. Leading
economics professor Richard Sennet argues that Americans suffer from an over-
professionalization of our social networks. In other words, although people tend to be more
social by going out to more events or by connecting to more people online, these exchanges
often lack the depth that people experienced in their relationships a generation or two ago.
For example, in the past people used to have “workout buddies” and now most people hire
fitness trainers. Or, whereas people used rely on a close network of friends to talk about

difficult situations, more and more people fedl like they can only really open up if they are
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talking to atherapist. While Sennet is not arguing for the elimination of trainers, therapists,
nutritionists or other trained professionals, he is pointing to the increasing privatization of our
relationships. Relationships with trainers, nutritionists, and therapists are both real and
essential, but they are ultimately limited by their fee-for-service nature. The goal of building
relationships within the synagogue model of community organizing is help our congregants
remember what islike to develop relationship that are neither one-dimensional nor based on
afinite contract or term.

In addition to noting how over-professionalization has decreased our ability to bein
real relationship with one another, Sennet also argues that thistrend is amplified by what he
callsa*“tyranny of technology.” This maladjustment isillustrated by our need to maintain
constant and superficial contact with others through technology such as texting or Facebook.
Therefore, while the number of our online “friends” may be increasing, the depth of our
individual and community-wide relationships are decreasing exponentially. Consequentialy,
building arelationship for the sake of arelationship is, in effect, a countercultural action.
Thus, the work of community organizing hopes to enliven people’ sinterest in building
relationships that go beyond the status quo, so that people feel a degper sense of belonging
and meaning in their lives.

The second reason that relationships are important is because they help usto
simultaneoudly clarify and broaden our interests. As mentioned above, relational moments
should help us devel op a sense of curiosity for ourselves and others. “When we enter into
relationship with another, we become actors in each other’ s stories, not only exchanging

resources and making commitments, but influencing how we think of ourselves and who we
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want to become.”?’ Thus, relationships not only form the connective tissue that facilitates
cooperation, they also motivate self-reflection and transformation. This self-reflection may
tranglate into new interests, concerns, or the discovery of new abilities or resources. The
energy that is produced by developing new interests or resources often renews people’s
desire and courage to act on their beliefs.

This brings us to the third way in which relationship building plays a pivotal rolein
community organizing. By invigorating peopl€e's curiosity and broadening their interests,
relationships have the ability to turn new energy and new interests into common goals and
action. Relationships equip people with the tools and the language to be able to express what
is possible when they widen and deepen their relational networks. By drawing on a deep
fountain of communal interests, resources, and abilities, relationships enable people to
imagine a new way of acting in the world. In this sense, relationships in conjunction with the
use of stories, allows us to mobilize feelings of hope, anger, self-worth, and solidarity. These
emotions, when engaged with and interpreted in intentional ways, often spark acall for
communal action.

Last but not least, relationships are critical because they form the basis of social and
political power. As suggested above, shared power originates from the notion that we are all
capable and responsible for co-creating and co-authoring the world that we want to livein.
Shared power is cultivated through shared |eadership, shared visioning, and communal
action. Shared power, or what is known as “power-to” in the organizing world, is quite
subversive because most powerful agencies that we interact with operate on amodel of
“power-over” certain people, things, or ingtitutions. This kind of power istypified by one or

two people on the top of a social pyramid, making decisions that affect a broad base of

27 Ganz 36.
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people. Hierarchical power isevident today in many corporations, banking institutions, and
government agencies. While there is a saying that one must fight “power with power,”
community organizing teaches that the only way to combat the hierarchical power that is so
ingrained in American society is through developing a strong sense of shared power and
leadership. The starting point of shared power and shared |eadership begins with
relationships.

The reason that shared power begins with relationships is because without a large
number of people who support a particular cause, it is difficult to make long-term or systemic
change. As Gecan notes, even if thereis acurrent crisis in the community, organizers will
spend a“year or two or three with them not addressing these immediate and important issues
and concerns. We'll use that time to build the organization and to develop afirm base of
power, so that the group will someday have the punch and impact needed to instigate and
preserve lasting change.”?® Another way to look at the connection between relationship
building and shared power isto examine the world of socia reform asit now exists. While
there are plenty of good ideas in the world for how to “fix” any number of social problems,
the real problem isthat there is often not enough social capita to influence decision makers
and to hold them accountable for initiating real and lasting change. In the end, relationship
building and the relational power created through institutional life is the ultimate source of
this accountability. | would like to stress that community organizing seeks to develop
relationships within, and among, institutions because athough individuals move from
institution to institution, institutions generally maintain their social longevity. Therefore, if a
public official promises to make a change in a particular district and the person who made

that deal leaves his or her post, the institution as awhole can hold that public officia

28 Gecan 9.
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accountable for the promise that he or she has made. In the end thisis why congregation-
based community organizing has such great potential to promote socia change.

In summary, | would like to suggest that while relationship building may appear to be
asimple process, it is actually one of the most complex efforts of any successful community
organizing effort. In order for arelationship to be successful, one must enter the conversation
with agenuine level of curiosity and respect. Through the exploration of one's hopes,
dreams, interests, story, and values, a relationship has the potential to ignite people to act on
ashared set of values or interests. Through cultivating this type of relational power,
relationships are the second step in transforming the world asit isinto the world as it should

be.

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING FROM A JEWISH LENS

As examined in the section above, relationship building serves as the foundation for
any successful community organizing initiative. Not only can it help us create “power in
numbers,” this process can aso help acommunity clarify its interests, develop communal
resources, and solidify communal goals. From this vantage point, however, relationship
building in secular organizing settings can presented in a somewhat a utilitarian light. One
way to counteract this tendency isto examine how Judaism envisions the value of
relationships within our ancient texts and tradition. As Buber once said “al actud lifeis
encounter.”* The question remains, how can Jewish texts help us to transform everyday

interactions into truly transformative encounters?

2 Buber 62.
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A true encounter relies upon a mutual exchange of story. But when two near-strangers
meet for the first time, where can they being to ook for this notion of mutuality? One could
begin by asking the other person why they joined the synagogue, what hopes or dreams they
have for their future. Furthermore, however, | would argue that the story of creation isa great
place for people involved in CBCO to begin to understand the profoundly religious and
spiritual side of relationship building.

Asnoted in the last chapter, throughout the creation narrative God says “let there be
light,” and thereis light, etc. And after almost every day of creation God looks at His
creation and says, “It was good.” On the sixth day of creation, after God has formed the
animals, the birds, and ha’ adam (a human being) God asserts, “1t was very good.”*
Therefore, the first statement ever made about a human being in the Torah honors the notion
that an individual human being has an inherently sacred value. That being said, the second
statement ever made in the entire Torah about the status of human beings can be found in
Genesis 2:18 as God says: “It is not good for ha’adam to be aone, therefore | will make him
(or her) an ezer k' negdo (a helpmeet).”3! From this passing, yet consequential statement, we
learn that human beings are meant to be in relationship with one another in order to survive
and flourish. Therefore, while God asserts the value of our individuality, a mere twenty lines
later the Torah also suggests that ha’adam is actually an incomplete without human
companionship. Thisfundamental need for human companionship is further indicated by the
Hebrew words used in this verse. For example, in Genesis Chapter 1, Adam is called ssmply
ha’ adam, which literally means from “the earth.” But it is only when God decides to create a

human partner that Adam begins to recognize his own potential. Asit saysin Genesis 2:23:

% Genesis 1:31
3 See pg. 41 for amore in-depth discussion of the phrase ezer k' negdo.
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DAY Dygj nN’g DTN‘] ~mz~m And ha'adam said: 'Thisis now bone of my
_ Woman (elshah) becawse she was taken out of

Thus, it is only through a human relationship that Adam becomes an eish, a man who exists
in connection with another human partner who comes from the same place and the same
Hebrew root (eishah). Through this process humanity is transformed from an object that
derivesits vitaity from an inanimate object such as the Earth, into area human being that
derivesits source of inspiration from another human being. Furthermore, by changing
Adam’s name from ha’adamto eish, | would argue that the Torah become less fixated on
Adam’s physical origin and more concerned with who Adam will embark on this journey
with. As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks argues, Adam must be able to pronounce the name of the
other (an eishah) before he can develop his own identity as an eish, as ahuman being.*
Therefore, like Adam, before we can claim our own individuality, we must first acknowledge
our fundamental interconnectedness. Before there can be an “1,” there must bea“we.” This
subtle interpretation is further highlighted by linguistic shift from pose to poetry as Adam
declare the first poem in the Torah: “Surely thisis now bone of my bones, and flesh of my
flesh!”3

So what can the story of creation teach us about the importance of relationships
within the CBCO model? As Jews engaged in community organizing | would argue that our
tradition teaches us that relationship precedes identity. Just as Adam truly sees himself asa

human being through his encounter with another person, so too must we remember that our

%2 sacks, Rebuilding 14.
* Genesis2:23
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own true identity and search for meaning cannot be fulfilled in isolation. It is sparked and
cultivated by our relationships with other people who act as our own ezer k' negdo.

On one hand, it istrue that an intentional effort to build stronger and more meaningful
relationships may help our congregants clarify their interests and build more communal or
civic power. On the other hand, as | hoped to have illustrated, | believe thereisamuch
deeper, spiritual elemant involved in the relationships building process found in the CBCO
model. Our true selves can only be known by being in relationship with one another.
Relatedly, one midrash teaches that we can also encounter God through our encounters with
others. Asit saysin Genesis Rabbah 8, at one point human beings were known as wx (esh),
or fire. But in Genesis 1:26, when it says that God created human beings b’ tzelem elohim,
that meant that a piece of God, literally the ° (yud) and the 71 (hey) of God's ineffable name,
was added to the word WX in order to create human beings known as @k (eish) and nw R
(eishah). By combining the two ideas mentioned above, one could argue that relationships
not only help to illuminate our true selves, but if done with some level of intentionality they
can also help usto connect with God' s essence as well.

As many organizers suggest a genuine relationship is one that assumes a shared past
and implies ashared future. Yet, in today’ s hyper-individualized world it is sometimes
difficult to imagine having a shared past with someone you may have never met. Fortunately,
as Jews, we are provided several different ways to establish this sense of engagingin a
shared past. For example, the Jewish calendar, through the cyclica nature of the holidays and
the festivals, enables modern Jews to participate in rituals, prayers and actions that bind them
to an ancient narrative. For instance, while one congregant may come from an upper-to-

middle class East Coast family, and another family may be new immigrants from the Former
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Soviet Union, when these two families sit down together at the Passover table they are
commanded to see themselves as having a shared past. In other words, they should assume
they are “brothersin arms’ fleeing Egypt in order to make it to the Promised Land together.
In this sense, Passover, aswell as the over-arching Jewish narrative, is predicated on the
basisthat all Jews, past, present, and future, see themselves as having ashared narrative, a
common identity, and in implied future.

Based on the interpretation discussed above, one might suggest that it is easier for
Jews to assume a shared past with other Jews. However, | would argue that thisis not true for
two primary reasons. First, this section of the Genesis narrative occurs well before the Torah
presents any racial, ethnic or religious divisions among humanity. Therefore, by emphasizing
this aspect of the creation story | believe that our congregants can turn everyday interactions
with both Jews and non-Jews alike into true spiritual and ethical encounters. And based on
thistext | would like to suggest that a true encounter is defined by one’s ability to learn
something new about oneself, the other person, as well as God.

Second, because of decreased Jewish communal affiliation, as well as, the growing
fissure between different Jewish denominations, many contemporary Jews have a difficult
time accessing this notion that all Jews have some kind of shared narrative. And for those
who can at |east access this narrative, it is sometimes difficult for them to believe in it. And
for those who may believeinit, it is sometimes difficult for them to imagine that a shared
past implies a shared future. The leap from acknowledging, accepting, or believing in a
shared past to deciding to act with someone else to create a shared futureis not asimple
process. While | cannot predict how this process might unfold in a step by step nature, |

would argue that both organizers and Reform synagogues can benefit from this conversation.
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In other words, | believe that CBCO can help Reform congregants re-connect to the idea that
we, as Jews, have a shared past and a shared narrative that obligates us to work together
towards a better future. Second, | believe that making a more explicit connection between
organizing concepts and Jewish values, we can enliven the conversation that takes placein a
typical CBCO environment in order to illuminate how relationship building can be a spiritua
practice with a deeply profound outlook.

Therefore, while there are many Jewish texts that | could have presented in order to
illuminate the sacred nature of building relationships for the sake of clarifying one’ s interests
or building more communal power, | have chosen to limit the texts below to one’ s that may
help us illuminate how relationship building can be seen as atrue, spiritual encounter with

another person, and perhaps even with God.

BIBLICAL TEXT

T \wm ™o bngg bng ¥ 17 Iron sharpensiron just as a man sharpens the
ANYI-9 wit* of hisfriend.

79 5oN MIND 98) n» 18 Hewho tends afig tree will enjoy itsfruits,
122 PYTN 1Y) and he who cares for his master will be honored.

s pAD) 0’397 D900 V> 19Asface answersto facein water, so does one
DTN? JOTND man’ s heart to another.

O Do you see any correlation between these three verse? If so, what isit? In
your own words, what do you think the Torah istrying to teach usin these
three verses?

3 See section below entitled “A Closer Look” for a more thorough examination of this word.
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O Inverse 17, what do you think it meansto “ sharpen” the face of one's friend?
What do you think the literal word for face is used if the one translation
suggest that it means one’s “ wit” ?

O Inwhat ways might we need to “ sharpen” our faces or our wit?

O Whnat could we learn from verse 19 about the art of relationship building in a

Jewish context?

A Closer Look:

In Proberbs 27:17 of the 1985 JPS trandlation of the Tanakh, the editor translates the
word °19 as “wit.” Literally, the word 2°15 or *15 (panim or panai) means “face.” However, the

semantic meaning of this word ranges from one’s “face” to standing to the idea of being “in
the presence of” someone, or being “in front of” someone or something, etc.

According to the Brown-Drivers-Briggs (BDB)™ biblical dictionary, the word *19 is
also connected to the Hebrew root p.n.h. Therefore, it makes sense that in some instances the
word 19 or 0°19 is used to indicate God (i.e.- Malachi 1:9) or another person, “turning
towards’ someone (i.e.- Genesis 32:21) to show them favor or approval.

However, out of the over three-hundred instances of the word °19 in the Tanakh, none
of them are used to mean “wit” or “intellect” other than in the passage above. Therefore,
what do you think is the deeper meaning of the word °19 in this passage from Proverbs? What
might it teach us about the correlation between learning and a one and one encounter?

Furthermore, while verse 18 does not have the word “face” in it, these three verses
seems to teach us something about the potential of a one on one encounter. First, as| would
suggest from verse 17, our awareness, our face, or our senses become sharpened and more
acute when we are in the presence another human beings. Instead of iron sharpening iron,
human encounters sharpen other human beings. Second, | would like to suggest, as found in
verse 19, that human beings can act as amirror for one another. Helping usto “see” what is
only visible when looking at areflection of oneself in water. In thisway, | would argue that
the text is suggesting that a relationship is the greatest gift to mankind because without it, one
cannot fully see oneself or on€ s potential. The texts below will also serve to uncover other
elements of this section of Proverbs.

% BDB 815-819.
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RABBINIC TEXT

Numbers Rabbah 21:15

“Hewho tends afig tree will enjoy itsfruits,” (Prov. 27:18). “Why is the Torah compared to
afigtree? Because the fruit of most trees, such as the olive tree, the vine, and the date palm,
is gathered all at once, while the fruit of the fig treeis gathered little by little. So it iswith the
Torah. ON studies alittle ach day and eventually learns much, because the Torah is not to be
learned in one or even two years.”

TOAT N1 MIPORT 217 27IRN2 770 79wl a2 A0 9aR° maRn X"
A VYR TR Q1A 7NN T .0V UYA NVRDI TIRNT DARD 1PURR1 3NN
.0°NIWA XD w2 R NTnhNn HIRW 9% 71207

A Closer Look:

When people first learn about the art of story-telling, relationship building and self-
interest they often worry that they are doing their one on one meetings “wrong.” Some
congregants will say: “I met with this person aready, but | don’t know if | am asking the
right questions to get at their self-interest.” Or, “1 have met with this person several times and
| still don’t know what I’m looking for or how to understand their values and interests.”
Therefore, | believe thistext is helpful because it encourages congregants to understand that
the “torah” of our lives cannot be “collected” in one sitting. Rather, as relationships evolve,
they become more fruitful. Little by little, one begins to understand another person’s
interests, values, and motivations. | hope that this text can mitigate the pressure felt by many
congregants who feel like they need to “get it right” or gather all the “necessary” information
during on€’ s first encounter.
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MEDIEVAL TEXT

Rashi, one of the most famous medieval Jewish commentators (11" Century France), triesto
uncover the hidden meaning of Proverbs 27:19. In his commentary heistroubled by why the
Torah uses the analogy of water and what it means for one man’s heart to be likened to
another man’s heart. Asthe biblical text says:

Proverbs 27:19

-17 12 0”97 D9 DD V> 19Asface answersto face in water, so does one
DTNY DTN Man'sheart to another.

Rashi on Proverbs 27:19

T2 NIRTN 1719107 IR NRWY 00397 19977 - 000

Translation:
What does the Torah mean when it says: “Like water? The face that you show it, it will show

7”7

you.

A Closer Look:

One must note that when trying to translate this verse or Rashi there are two
important grammatical variationsto highlight. First, the word “to show” comes from the
hifeel form of the word r.a.h. ( 7x"). Thus, the word mar’eh (7% ) literally means: “to cause
to see.” However, for the sake of simplicity in English | have followed the more common
translation of mar’eh as, “to show.”

Second, the word for face panim (2°19), while it symbolizes a singular entity, it is
technically in the plural form in Hebrew. This explains why many of the other pronouns and
prepositions in this sentence are also in the plural form (i.e.- 17 ,19910% ,7277).
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Interestingly, | have often wondered why the word for face in Hebrew isin the plural
form. While one could argue that thisis simply agrammatical irregularity, perhaps this
midrash suggests another reason for why the word for “face” isin the plural form. Perhaps
the biblical word for “face” was a subtle hint that one cannot see his or her own “face” (in the
singular sense) until one looks into the eyes of another human being or face. Hence, the
plural usage of the word “face” to connote asingular entity. Similar to the interpretation
offered above regarding the words eish and eishah, perhapsit is only through two faces
(panim, o») that one can see him or herself as an individual “face.” In other words, one’s
own dreams, visions, and reality can only be defined when looking at one’ s reflection
through the face, vision and redlity of another human being.

N2 R 12 127 170 YT QIRY 77 092 170 - DR 2INT 20 10
010 1Y

Translation:
“What does it mean when the Torah says: “The heart of man isto a man? According to how
much a man knows that his friend loves him, thus a man will show him his face.”

o Inthe context of a one on one encounter, what can this text teach us about the
art of relationship building from a Jewish lens?

o Do you agree with Rashi’s interpretation that showing another person “ love’
will encourage another person to show you hisor her face? In what waysis
this true? In what ways would this be difficult in the context of a relationship
building campaign?

A Closer Look:

In the context of community organizing some people may hear the word “love” in
Rashi’ s statement and feel uncomfortable with theideathat it takes “loving” another person
to get to know their interests and values.

This sense of unease is not necessarily a bad thing because the CBCO model teaches
us that there is a difference between public and private relationships. While a private
relationship may be based on the concept of love (either romantic or fraternal), a public
relationship is more likely to be based on mutual respect or a deep ethic or care such as
hesed, or loving-kindness. But here, Rashi explicitly uses the Hebrew word a.h.v (27X) to
transmit the idea of love.
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In order to overcome this seemingly problematic use of the word a.h.v., biblical
scholar Y ochanan Muffs argues that in the rabbinic use of the word a.h.v. may have had a
different connotation. For example, in some liturgical settings, aswell asin the Qumran
community, the word he word a.h.v. denotes a commitment or arelationship that one enters
into without coercion or compulsion. Thus, arelationship based on ah.v. can a'so mean that
one entersinto it with free will and from the depth of one’'s own heart.*

Based on the discussion above, thisis afitting Jewish gloss on the CBCO ideathat
the goal of aone on onerelationship is not to manipulate the person into doing what you
want them to do. Rather, to truly “love” someone or to be in relationship with them we must
create avision that everyone can enter into with an open heart and a free will.

HASIDIC TEXT

Sefer Baa Shem Tov, Ki Tissa 15

"When a man stands by the water, he sees his shadow large upon the water. But when aman
lowers himself down, the shadow is made smaller. And the more he lowers himself, the more
his shadow becomes smaller and smaller until his face upon the water. At that point, the face
of his shadow meets the face of the man.

Thusit iswith the heart of aman to a man. When aman thinks of himself as great, hisfriend
also thinks of himself as great. But when a man humbles himself before hisfriend, then his
friend will also humble himself until there is nothing but humility between them. And
between them is an equality and an equilibrium and by this means they becomes friends who
never part."

e \What do you think the Ba’al Shem Tov istrying to teach us regarding the
symbolism of a shadow in the water that gets bigger and smaller?
e Do youthink the Ba'al Shem Tov believesthat it is better or worse to have a
“big shadow” on the water?
e Smilarly, do you think it is better for a human being to help another human
being feel great” or to help themto fee “ humble” ?
0 Arethere any situations where one may want to cultivate another
person’s greatness and another situation in which you may want to
help another person cultivate their humility?

% Muffs 129.
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MODERN TEXTS

Emmanuel Levinas

“In the access to the face there is certainly also an access to the idea of God. To my mind the
Infinite comes in the signifyingness of the face. The face signifies the Infinite. When in the
presence of the Other, | say, “Herel am!” This“Here| am!” is the place through which the
Infinite enters into language. The subject who says “Here | am!” testifies to the Infinite.” %’

0 According to Levinas thereis a profound connection between one' s face, the
Infinite, and language. What do you think about this proposal ?

0 Inparticular, Levinas argues that the phrase hinneini (“ Here | am) createsa
special opening to the Infinite. Do you agree or disagree with this connection?
Why or why not? How might you explain his theory?

“Language as the presence of the face does not invite complicity with the preferred being, the
self-sufficient I-Thou forgetful of the universe... The third party looks at mein the eyes of the
Other—language isjustice. It is not that there first would be the face, and then the being it
manifests or expresses would concern himself with justice; the epiphany of the face quaface
opens humanity. The face in its nakedness as a face presents to me the destitution of the poor
one and the stranger; but this very poverty and exile which appeal to my powers, addresses
me, do not deliver themselves over to these powers as givens, remain the expression of the
face. The poor one, the stranger, presents himself as an equal. His equality within this
essential poverty consistsin referring to the third party, thus present at the encounter, whom
isin the midst of his destitution of the Other already serves. He comes to join me. But he
joins me to himself for service; he commands me as a Master. This command can concern

me only inasmuch as | master myself; consequently this command commands me to
command. Thethou is posited in front of awe. To be weisnot to “jostle” one another to get
together around a common task. The presence of the face, the infinity of the other, isa
destituteness, a presence of athird party (that is, of the whole humanity which looks at us),
and a command that commands commanding.”*®

o0 How might Buber I-Thou theory be similar, or different, from the ideas
posed by Levinas above?

o What do you think Levinas means when he says “ language isjustice” or
that one's face can open up humanity?

0 What do you think Levinas means when he says that “ the epiphany of the
face qua face” opens humanity” ?

37 Levinas, Totality 105-106.
% Levinas, Totality 213.
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0 Inanother essay by Levinas, he argues that “ access to the faceis
straightaway ethical.” * What is Levinas trying to convey with this idea?
0 How do you reconcile Levinas' statement that the poor, or the stranger,
“ presents himself asan equal” and “joins” himin the endeavor for
justice, but at the same time, the Other also serves as his* master” ? How
might this relate to the experience of contemporary synagogues partnering
with faith communities from different socio-economic backgrounds?

Martin Buber

Martin Buber (1878-1965), an Austrian-Jewish philosopher most well-known for his
groundbreaking book entitled “1 & Thou,” argues that human beings approach every
interaction in one of two ways—either in a*“I-it” manner or an “I-Thou” comportment. An I-
it relationship is primarily utilitarian. It revolves around how a person intends to use an
object or another person for his or her benefit. For example, an I-it relationship is consumed
by self-centered actions. As Buber suggests, the sole focusison what “1 perceive” or “what |
feel” or what “1 want.”* In contrast, an I-Thou encounter surpasses any functional purpose.
Verging on the indescribable, an 1-Thou moment defies rational explanation. Some might say
that it is the moment when two becomes one. Or, perhaps, it is that split second when the
world appears at a stand-still because of one’s interaction with another person, nature, or
something within the spiritual realm.**

While Buber clearly privileges an I-Thou encounter over an I-it relationship, it is
important to note that he does not believe that one can explicitly create an I-Thou moment.
As he says, “The Y ou encounters me by grace—it cannot be found by seeking.”** Second, he
does not believe that 1-Thou moments are forever. On their own, they are qualitatively
unsustainable. Buber admits that we live most of our livesin I-it interactions and that is
nothing to be ashamed of. The problem, however, isthat is that as history marches on the
number of |-it relationships are expanding while the number of 1-Thou moments are vastly
decreasing. Thus, the goal of any modern religious endeavor is to help people access the
powerful and transcendent |-Thou experience.

39 evinas, Ethics 85.
40 Buber 54.
“! Buber 57.
42 Buber 62.
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Primary Texts:

“Those who experience do not participate in the world. For experiencesis “in them” and not
between them and the world. The world does not participate in experience. It allows itself to
be experienced, but it is not concerned, for it contributes nothing and nothing happens to it.
The world as experience belongs to the basic word I-It. The basic word I-Thou establishes
the world of relation.”*?

“The human being whom | say Y ou | do not experience. But | stand in relation to him, in the
sacred basic word. Only when | step out of thisdo | experience him again. Experienceis
remoteness from You.”*

0 According to Buber, what is the difference between the world of “ experience”
and the world of “ relation” ? Which does he prefer and why?

0 Do you experience a difference between these two paradigms or do you think
that thisis simply a matter of semantics?

o Ifyou believethereisa difference, can you describe a timein your life when
you felt a difference between “ experiencing” and “relating” to someone or
something?

“Man becomes an | through a 'Y ou. What confronts us comes and vanishes, relational events
take shape and scatter, and through these changes crystallizes, more and more each time, the
consciousness of the constant partner, the I-consciousness. To be sure, for along time it
appears only woven into relation to a Y ou, discernible as that which reaches for but is not a
You; but it comes closer and closer to the bursting point until one day the bonds are broken
and the | confronts its detached self for amoment like a' Y ou—and then it takes possession of
itself and henceforth entersinto relationsin full consciousness.”* (Buber 80)

0 What does Buber mean when he suggests that, “ Man becomes an | through
You.” Is thissimilar or different from the text examined above? Does it add
any nuance to our understanding of the ideas and texts discussed above?

0 Inthissection, is Buber suggesting that thereis a difference between the | and
the You? Are they one in the same? Or is one being used to cultivate the
other? If thisistrue, does this match Buber’s goal of being more non-
utilitarian in our approach to life?

43 Buber 56.
“4 Buber 59-60.
5 Buber 80.
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A Closer Look:

At an earlier point in this book, Buber suggests that “relation is reciprocity.” *
According to Professor Eugene Borowitz, Buber believed that every time we enter into
relationship with someone it imposes duties upon us*’. While Borowitz does not identify
which duties Buber is referring to here, do you agree or disagree with this overall sentiment?
If s0, isthere any evidence of thisthat can be found in the primary texts above?

Abraham Joshua Heschel

“Religion in contemporary society has become an impersonal affair, an institutiona loyalty.
It survives on the levels of activities rather than the stillness of commitment. It has fallen
victim to the belief that real isonly that which is capable of being registered by fact-finding
surveys....Judaism, too, has become an impersonal affair. By Judaism is meant what is done
publically rather than that which comes about in privacy. The chief virtueis social affiliation
rather than conviction. The chief virtue is socia affiliation rather than conviction. Engaged as
we have been in building institutions and calling for affiliation, we have neglected to dedl
with the persona, the private, the intimate.*®

0 Do you agree or disagree with Heschel’ s assessment of contemporary religion?
Why or why not?

0 What does Heschel mean by the * stillness of commitment” ? When are
“activities” necessary and when should we focus on the “ stillness of
commitment” ?

o0 What do you think our goal is as modern Reform Jews—affiliation, conviction, or
something else altogether?

6 Buber 63.
47 Borowitz 213.
“8 Heschel, Insecurity 213.
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CHAPTER SIX: SELF INTEREST

In this day and age, when American Jews have attained such wide socia acceptance
and economic success, it is easy to see why many social justice efforts within the synagogue
focus on issues outside the Jewish community. Many American Jews would argue that the
most pressing needs must be met by allying with people who are more directly affected by
poverty, violence, inequality, etc. This may look like building coalitions with poor people to
work on living wage campaigns or supporting union jobs. It could mean raising money for
organizations doing relief work in war-torn countries. It could mean building alliances with
organizations doing great work around civil rights and environmental rights. In other words,
Jewish socia justice work, in many of our congregations, is often focused on how we can
ally and build coalitions with other, more vulnerable people within our society.

In contrast, the CBCO model promotes the idea that real change must begin at home.
On-going and sustai nable transformation begins with an internal process of self-discovery.
This theory is based on the notion that in order to change the world, one must change oneself.
Changing oneself requires understanding what motivates usto act in certain ways. This
concept is known as “self-interest.” Some people act on their self-interest quite consciously.
For example, when vying for araise or when volunteering for a prominent position on a
board, many people recognize that this self-interest is a healthy form of ego that leads to
professional and personal advancement. All too often, however, in the non-profit world we
are taught that the most altruistic person is the most the most “authentic” socia activist. In
other words, in the world of socia change, people often believe that one needs to sublimate

his or her self-interest for the sake of the common good. On the contrary, organizing
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promotes the discovery of one's self-interest as atool for social change. Thus, community
organizers suggest that the most effective and sustainable avenues for social change begins
when we can recognize, claim and use our self-interest within the framework of self-
discovery and communal transformation.

Marshall Ganz suggests that self-interest is composed of three different kinds of
needs: existential, relational, and growth needs.*® Here, Ganz is not only referring to

“personal or professional growth;” but rather, atheory proposed by psychologist Clayton

Alderfer who argues that “growth” stems from creative outlets which provide people with the

opportunity to develop their skills, ideals, and imagination in order to become more self-

actualized. Interestingly, Alderfer argues against Maslow’ s theory that needs are hierarchical;

and instead, proposes that “lower-level” needs such as physical safety co-exist with “higher-

level” needs such as personal connection and self-actualization. In other words, while

Mad ow claimsthat people fulfill their needsin a certain order, Alderfer arguesthat all of our

needs are competing for our attention at the same time. Thus, human beings are
simultaneously trying to attain relational, existential and growth needs at every moment of
their life.

Although many people have accepted Alderfer or Maslow’ s theories as common
knowledge, when people hear the word “self-interest” they often perceive thisideain a
negative way because they conflate the idea of self-interest with the notion of selfishness.
However, according to Ed Chambers, “self-interest” is simply defined as a natural concern
for one's own survival.>® Thisimpulse for survival, both consciously and unconsciously,

plays into our decision-making on a day-to-day basisand it is essential for our own well-

4 Ganz 13.
0 Chambers 25.

72



being. Chambers suggests that self-interest is comprised of four different aspects: self
preservation, self-determination, self-recognition, and self-respect. Self-preservation refers
to the ability to defend oneself and one’slivelihood. According to Abraham Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs, this applies to the bottom two layers of his hierarchy—physiological and
safety needs. Physiologica needs include having enough food, water, shelter and clothing.
Safety needs include being free from abuse, harm, violence, or war.

The second aspect of self interest, according to Chambers, is known as self-
determination. Thisis defined as “the capacity to expand and deepen our abilities through
creative, self-initiated action.”> In many ways, this notion is similar to Abraham Maslow’s
concept of self-actualization. Thus, self-interest is not simply something that is done to
survive physically; but also, something that is done to sharpen one’s talents and gifts in order
to pursue on€e’s creative needs. As mentioned above, this creative outlet |eads to the
development of a more self-actualized person. Therefore, acting on one’s self-interest also
means engaging in the pursuit of self-actualization. Rather than seeing this as a selfish
endeavor, it isimportant to recognize that self-actualization, or self- determination as
Chambers calls it, enables peopl e to contribute more fully to society because they are able to
capitalize on their strengths and act more effectively on their needs, desires and dreams.

The third and fourth aspects of self-interest are inextricably bound to one another, so |
will present them as a pair. Chambers argues that self-recognition is the ability to “claim our
place and space in the world, whether others have acknowledged it yet or not.”*? In this
regard, self-recognition is paralel to the notion of self-affirmation. It means believing in

yourself even when others may not validate your ideas or worth. Our ability to attain self-

51 Chambers 25.
52 Chambers 25.
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affirmation comes from the fourth and final attribute of self-interest, which is self-respect.
Chambers defines self-respect as recognizing our own uniqueness. Self-affirmation can only
be attained when we recogni ze that each person has a unigue contribution to make to the
world because no other human being was created in exactly the same way, or for the same
purpose. While many peopl e define self-respect as honoring oneself, Chambers goes one step
further by suggesting that self-respect means recognizing our own metaphysical and spiritual
uniqueness. With this recognition we are able to honor our unique contribution to the world.
Once someone is able to see how his or her contribution to the world is utterly unique, they
will begin to understand how self-interest and selfishness are not one and the same.

In summary, Chambers suggests that that self interest is a composite of several
different internal and social mechanisms which motivate human beings to survive, not only
physically, but also, to thrive mentally, emotionally, professionally, and socially. Based on
this perspectiveit is possible to see how self-interest is not the same as being selfish. Quite
the opposite is true. While acting on our sdlf interest means ensuring that we have enough
food, shelter, and money to take care of ourselves, it aso requires the ability to contribute to
society in away that honors our individual uniqueness, as well as the ability to bring greater
light and talent into the world. According to this understanding, self-interest is asanoble
pursuit.

That being said when self-interest is defined too narrowly, it can lead to acts of pure
selfishness. Self-interest turns into selfishness when someone overemphasizes his or her own
physical, economic, or spiritual survival above al others. Not only is this behavior self-

indulgent, it can also lead to social and communal isolation. Therefore, how do community
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organizersinspire people to identify and embrace their self-interest without encouraging
them to become too self-centered?

One way to avoid defining self-interest in anarrow way is by investigating the
etymology of the word itself. In Latin, the word “interest” is composed of two different roots:
“Inter” means “between or “among,” and “esse” means “being.” > In this regard the Latin
word actually illustrates how interests are not simply solitary pursuits. Rather, they exist
between two inter-related beings, values, conversations, etc. Thus, our own self-interest,
which we often assume is a private endeavor, is often shaped by the people, relationships,
and values that surround us.

Based on our access to particular resources and how our community values these
resources, people tend to transform certain valuesinto “interests.” Therefore, in addition to
suggesting that self-interest comes from certain existential or relational needs, community
organizing recognizes that self-interest exists at the intersection of communal and individual
needs and values. For example, many Jewish parents argue that acquiring a quality education
for their children istheir higest priority because it gives their children more opportunities for
success down the road. Therefore, their immediate self-interest isto get their kids into the
best primary school they can afford—be it a public, private, or charter school. Consequently,
many Jewish parentsin Los Angeles have realized that improving educational opportunities
in the city isapart of their immediate self-interest.

The goal of an organizer is to demonstrate how one’s immediate self-interest may be
shaped by cultural norms that also affect the well-being of other citizens. For example, the
desire to provide quality education for one’s child may be intensified by an American

ideology which focuses on radica individualism in a hyper-competitive world where higher

53 Chambers 25.
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education is often the key to social and economic advancement. Or perhaps, in wealthier
communities, the need to provide a top-notch education for one' s child may aso be
influenced by a desire to “keep up with the Joneses.” Additionally, Judaism places a high
premium on the value of education and so some parents could also be responding to this
historic Jewish value.

By helping people understand how their self-interest has been shaped by outside
factors, including but not limited to American and Jewish values, this hel ps people see how
their self-interest is actually connected to the goals and interests of people who come from
different backgrounds. For example, by building deeper and more intentional relationships
among parents in one synagogue, members started to realize that they were not the only ones
struggling to figure out how to provide their kids with aquality education in acity that has
notoriously bad schools. While many Jewish parents felt isolated by the growing economic
pressure placed on them to send their kids to private schools, they soon realized that other
parents, from all walks of life, felt the same way. Not only did this realization break the cycle
of shame and isolation, it aso empowered parents to work together to create a city where
parents, teachers, and administrators could work together to create better schools. In part, this
simply derived from connecting parents from different socio-economic backgrounds and
broadening their narrative about what “other” parents want for their kids. Additionally,
parents began to see the interconnected nature of their self-interest as teachers told them that
if more students were doing well on standardized tests, their energy could be focused on
creating more engaging and creative |essons rather than teaching to the test. Soon, parents
realized that it wasin their interest to raise the quality of education for all students. By

broadening the conversation about where peopl€e’ s values come from, organizers strive to
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demonstrate how people’ s self interest isreally a matter of “inter-esse” or inter-being. | hope
that this example demonstrates how self-interest is at once a private and individual matter, as
well as, arelationa concept that is shaped by the values, needs, and resources within the
wider community or culture.

If one agrees with the premise that self-interest is an individual aswell as arelational
pursuit, then organizers, rabbis and lay leaders can help communities develop, refract, and
refine their self-interest through intentional community building activities and conversations.
This process begins on an individua level through one on one conversations that encourage
congregants to identify, articulate, develop and clarify their values and interests. Thisis
accomplished by training leaders within the community to ask questions that honor people's
life experience in order to uncover their deep-seated values. In organizing language, thisis
known as asking “probing” questions. The most basic form of a probing question is “why?’
For example, one might ask someone why they decided to move away for college, or why
they pursued a certain career. By asking people why certain things matter, organizers can
guide people in aprocess of self-discovery and self-development of their interests and ideals.

While the process of discovering one' s self interest begins in a one on one meeting,
the goal isfor this conversation to expand outward to become a communal conversation. As
resources and interests are uncovered, the hope is that people will begin to see how their
needs and their values co-align. As discussed in the introduction, one way to help people
connect their needs and values to one another, and ultimately to a greater cause, is through
house meetings. A house meeting is an intentional conversation with approximately ten
individuals who discuss their hopes, dreams, and challenges with one another. The second

goa of ahouse meeting isto help people imagine how their stories are connected to one
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another. For example, in arecent house meeting in Los Angeles one small group of
congregations realized that while al of their stories were dlightly different, many of them
highlighted the broken nature of the health care system. While one parent bemoaned how
difficult it wasto get consistent care from her doctor, another congregant expressed how long
the waiting lines were in the county hospital. While their stories accented different
frustrations, this house meeting allowed people to see how powerful they could be if they
found an issue that enabled them to work together to fix one aspect of abroken health care
system. In this case, one congregation rallied around a bill that would enable the state health
care commissioner to block random and frequent increases in health insurance premiums.
While not everyone in the community would be equally effected by this political campaign, it
demonstrates the notion of moving a community closer to a concept know as “enlightened”
self-interest.

Enlightened self-interest is the ability to see one’s self-interest as intimately
connected to the interests of others. It isimportant to note that enlightened self-interest is not
the same as mutual self-sacrifice.> Rather, enlightened self-interest is defined as the
intersection between one’s self interest and one's desire to build public power and respect.>
Perhaps, the best way to illustrate the difference between enlightened self-interest and mutual
self-sacrifice is through the following thought experiment. Let usimagine a congregant who
says. “Since | am concerned about getting my son or daughter better health care | will go
along with this campaign about the county health system until we start working on a
campaign that helps me get better coverage for my private insurance plan.” | would argue

that thisis an example of broad self-interest that is based on mutual self-sacrifice. In other

> Chambers 73.
5 As | will discuss in the next chapter, “power” is simply defined in the CBCO model as the “ability to act or
achieve a purpose.”
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words, this person iswilling to work on a certain campaign in order to get what she needs for
her family’s own well-being. | must emphasize that thisis a noble aspect of a broadened self-
interest and it isimportant to acknowledge and honor congregants who have reached this
level of communal commitment.

Additionally, the goal of organizing is to help people reach a higher level of
mutuality. The highest form of self-interest is when someone iswilling to participatein a
campaign for two distinct, but equally important reasons. First, they realize that even though
they may not need immediate health care reform, it isin their long-term interest for their
community to be well-organized and well-equipped to be involved in the public arena. In
other words, the more powerful the community as a whole acquires, the more power the
individual has act on his or her values as well. Therefore, even if a campaign is not serving
someone’ s direct needs, people who act from enlightened self-interest understand that having
adeeper and more involved public presence will benefit them in the long run.

The second aspect of enlightened self-interest is when someone is motivated to
participate in an organizing effort because they respect the dignity and welfare of other
human beings as much as they respect their own. Based on this definition, however, some
would argue that there is avery fine line between altruism and enlightened self-interest. The
difference isthat people acting from enlightened self-interest do understand that their actions
will bolster their long term influence and power. Furthermore, as | will explore below, |
believe that the Jewish principle of hesed (covenanta love) can help us develop amore
nuanced approach to our understanding of enlightened self-interest. For now it is sufficient to
say that community organizing is based on the premise that knowing oneself is the basis for

communal change. Without knowledge of what drives usto act it is difficult to engage others
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in aprocess of self-discovery that will lead to cultura or political transformation. Thus, self-
interest is defined as the ability to understand and articulate why you, or others, decide to act,
or not act, on certain beliefs, values, and resources. Ultimately, understanding self-interest
requires appreciating a process that is influenced by personal, as well as, communal goals,
resources, needs and interests.

Helping people access, articulate and own their self-interest is probably one of the
most difficult aspects of community organizing. Therefore, it is extremely important to note
that uncovering someone’ s self-interest is not about manipulating them into being involved in
something which only the organizer actualy cares about. Rather, understanding one’s self
interest requires the ability to find a real connection between what you care about the most
and what other people care about. The question posed by one veteran organizer is. “Where
does my deep hunger meet the deep thirst of my community?’ *°

The hope of any community organizing effort isto help people identify where their
deep hunger meets the needs of their community. By helping individuals identify their
values, needs and sdlf-interest, as well as the values, needs and interest of their neighbors, it
is possible to shift people from a narrow to a broad sense of self-interest. The goal is that
through a deep commitment to relationship building, people’s moral universe will expand
wide enough for them to redlize that creating social change for the entire community is as
important to them as creating change for their own immediate needs or concerns. It is at this
critical juncture that acommunity harnesses the power they need to create real and lasting

change.

%6 Alexis DeSalvatierra
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SELF-INTEREST FROM A JEWISH LENS

Of all the conceptsin the cycle of organizing, the notion of self-interest is probably
the most complex and difficult idea to integrate into one's psyche. For this reason | believe
that Jewish texts and philosophy can both compliment and challenge our understanding of
self-interest as presented in many different organizing settings. Overall, | would argue that
there are two main obstacles that people face when they start to learn about the concept of
self-interest.

First, even though most organizers emphasi ze the fact that self-interest is not the same
thing as selfishness, many people still have a hard time accepting or internalizing this
difference. For far too often liberal Jews believe they should pursue justice becauseit is
simply the “right thing to do.” But this exaggerated sense of atruism inhibits us from
admitting that we all have interests and needs that need to be met. Especially in this difficult
socio-economic time, it is critically important that we are not working from old assumptions
or stereotypes about the well-being or livelihood of our congregants. However, thisisstill a
difficult concept for many congregants to accept. | hope, therefore, by analyzing the
following Jewish texts that congregants will begin understand this complex concept in a
more nuanced and visceral way.

The Rabbis teach that every single human being is of incomparable worth. No two
people are the same. This idea can be found in the Rabbinic interpretation of Genesis 4:10,
where the Torah says that Cain isresponsible for the “bloods’ of his brother, rather than the

“blood” of his brother that out from the earth. The Rabbis ask why the Torah presents the
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word blood in the plural form (damai, *»7)? The Rabbis response can be found in Mishnah

Sanhedrin 4:5:
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“[The Torah says] the ‘bloods’ cried out rather than the ‘blood’ of your brother to teach that
it is not only the blood of your brother, but all his descendents....Therefore, humans were
created singly, to teach you that whoever destroys a single soul [of Israel], Scripture
accountsit asif he had destroyed a full world; and whoever saves one soul of Israd,
Scripture accountsit as if she had saved a full world.”

Following thisideato itslogica conclusion, if killing one human beingis like killing the
world, then the Rabbis are implying that every human being has infinite value because we are
all unique in some incomparable way. Therefore, the Rabbis not only teach us that we should
respect one another based on the concept of b’ tzelem elohim, but this text teaches us that we
should respect one another based on our utter uniqueness and irreplacability. Recognizing the
innate uniqueness of every human being enables us to see how salf-interest can be a positive
force for change rather than an act of selfishness. In other words, if every person was created
for an unique reason, then one should not be ashamed of his or her unique needs and
interests. In thisway, | would argue that tapping into one’s self-interest could be viewed as a
quasi-form of revelation because it enables people to envision an aspect of their purpose in
theworld. That being said, the Rabbis also teach that our uniqueness is inextricably bound to
our overall connectedness as a human race.

Aswe learn in Genesis Chapter Two, the Torah teaches that God created the first
human being, Adam, as a single, unitary soul who became the progenitor of the entire human

race. Therefore, it makes sense that every human being is connected in some way. If that is
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the case, however, how isit possible that we are all unique and somewhat connected at the
sametime? Inthe Tamud (Sanhedrin 38a) the Rabbis offer an ingenious solution to this
otherwise difficult conundrum:
“Unlike a man who strikes many coins from one die, and they all resemble one
another; in fact, they are exactly alike. But even though the king of kings, the Holy

One blessed be He, fashioned every man from the die of the first man, not asingle

one of them is exactly like hisfellow. Hence, each and every person should say: ‘ The

world was created for my sake.””
This text teaches us that human beings are connected by the fact that we are struck from the
same die or mold, and at the same time, we are al utterly unique. This midrashic innovation
could help us to understand that our self-interest isinherently connected to everyone else’s
interest because we, as human beings, are both utterly unique, aswell as, bound by a
common ancestry. Whereas many people conflate the notion of self-interest and selfishness,
this midrash illustrates that finding a balance between these two extremesis not only a
secular endeavor, but aso aholy pursuit that has been engrained in Rabbinic understanding
of our creation story. Spiritually and religiously speaking, therefore, it is somewhat of afalse
dichotomy to understand the world through one’s self-interest as something that isradically
disconnected from alarger, more unified vision that unites people of all different
backgrounds and faiths.

The second most difficult issue that many congregants face when learning about self-
interest is that organizing appears to teach usto own and articul ate our self-interest, while at
the same time, not clinging to one’s own interests too strongly. As noted above, the CBCO
model is unique because it explicitly promotes the ideathat we all have self-interests that are

healthy and worth uncovering through the process of story-telling and relationship building.

However, when people finally feel comfortable acknowledging or owning their self-interest,

83



organizers often teach us that we must balance our narrow self-interest with a broader, more
“enlightened” self-interest. However, this balancing act often becomes a serious point of
confusion, or even tension, for people who are new to the CBCO model.

This may be aflaw in the way that self-interest in taught in some organizing settings.
By differentiating between the idea of “self-interest” and “enlightened self-interest” many
people become confused or paralyzed by this distinction. As| can imagine one congregant
saying: “But | thought you wanted me to identify an issue that mattersto me so that | can
work on it out of my self-interest! But now you are teaching me that | should put aside my
own, personal issue to work on something that more members of our community care about?
Why did you teach me about self-interest if you really want me to do what’sin the best
interest of the community as awhole?’

Unfortunately, if congregants are reacting to the notion of self-interest in this way
then it islikely that we have misrepresented the true meaning of self-interest. While some
organizers teach these concepts in tandem, many organizers teach “ self-interest” and
“enlightened self-interest” at different times and in different settings. Y et, by doing so, |
believe that we are doing a disservice to our congregants and the CBCO model. Experience
indicates that many people are used to acting from one end, or the other, of the “ self-interest
spectrum.” In other words, many people understand what it means to act out of extreme self-
interest because they know, or can identify someone who isreally good articul ating what
they want and getting exactly what they need. Similarly, we all know someone who
consistently articulates their desire to act from a place of complete atruism. However, the
ultimate goal of teaching people about self-interest is to help people imagine aworld in

which people act from a middle-ground between extreme selfishness and extreme
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selflessness. Therefore, perhaps, organizers need to reassess the idea of teaching self-interest
and enlightened self-interest as different sides of the same coin. Rather, | believe that we
need to create away to talk about these two concepts in amore unified and singular fashion.

Perhaps Maimonides concept of the golden mean, the sh'vil Z hav (2771 °2w) can help
us present the concept of self-interest in a more unified and balanced way. In his monumental
work, the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides argues that one of the goals of Judaismisto help
people acquire balance in their body, mind, and soul. Whileit is difficult for human beingsto
actually acquire thiskind of balance in life, Maimonides argues that the pursuit of the
‘golden mean’ should be seen as holy work because it is one of the most significant waysin
which Jews can sanctify God’s name.>’ The purpose of sanctifying God’s name is three-fold.
First, it isto honor God' s glory and greatness. Second, it isto help create a stronger
relationship between worshiper and worshiped, or in other words, between God and human
beings. Third, Maimonides believes that sanctifying God’ s name can also help human beings
find their ultimate purposein life.

Thus, Maimonides suggests that Jewish law and ritual was created — with all of its
details and intricacies—as a way to help people overcome their base instinct to act in extreme
ways. Therefore, he proposed that everyone needs to spend time identifying their base
instinctsin order to find away to bring them back to the golden mean. In other words, the
goa of the golden mean isto help people avoid being too modest or too arrogant, too
generous or too stingy, etc.

For thisreason | believe that Maimonides' s theory of the golden mean can serve as
new way to present the concept of self-interest. Rather than suggesting that thereis a

difference between “enlightened self-interest” and “self-interest,” perhaps we need to teach

" Twersky 42.
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“self-interest” as aunitary concept that bal ances the needs of the self and the community as a
whole. A Maimonidean approach to self-interest recognizes the fact that a golden mean
aready exists in the hyphen between the words “self” and “interest.” Therefore, perhaps, our
job as organizersis not only to help people investigate the meaning of “self” or “interest” in
their lives, but also to uncover the meaning of the hyphen—which can serve to either
separate or bal ance these two spheres of our existence.

In order to investigate thisissue further, my hopeisthat the following texts will
illustrate how the concept of self-interest, while this phrase is never referenced explicitly,
may appear in severa different ways throughout the tradition. Specificdly, | hope to examine
texts that will focus on the following three aspects of self-interest: 1) Are there texts that can
help us deal with the uncomfortably of uncovering, owning and acknowledging our self-
interest as a healthy, rather than selfish endeavor? 2) Are there texts that can further support
my theory of taking a more Maimonidean approach to self-interest? In other words, are there
texts that may help us focus on the hyphen that exists between the notion of “self” and
“interest” so that we can teach about self-interest as a balance between the needs of the
community and one’s own needs? 3) Is self-interest agoal in and of itself, or isthere away

envision the devel opment of self-interest as a means towards a greater ends?
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BIBLICAL TEXT

A Word of Note:

In truth, there is no way to find an exact correlation for the word “self-interest” in the
Torah. In modern Hebrew, self-interest is called as *»¥y non (to’ elet atzmi). The noun
to’ elet means “interest, benefit, value, or use,” and the word atzmi signifies “oneself.”*® This
word derives from the Hebrew root e.tzm, which can signify either a“bone” or “strength,
number, or power.”

The word etzem, meaning bone correlates with the notion of self because one's “self”
isliterally made up of one’'s bones. On the other hand, the second definition of the root
e.tz.m, which means strength, power, or numbers does not correl ate so obviously correlated
with the notion of “self.”

In the Torah, the word o1xx (atzum) means power, strength, or numbers. Most often
this word has a negative connotation because it is most often associated with war or
conflict.®® For example, in Exodus 1:9 and Numbers 22:6 thisword is used when other
nations set out destroy Israel are too numerous and too powerful. On the other hand, in the
Book of Deuteronomy, God promises to destroy Israel enemieswho are also atzum.
However, the first occurrence of thisword has a different connotation. For further anaysis,
see Genesis 18:18 below.

Genesis 18:17-19

NN NPIND N, M) P 17 And YHVH said: * Should | hide from
ﬂ\’))) .’3?_‘5 YN DN Abraham what | am about to do,
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33 9--11-199723) DINYY Yy Mighty nation, and al the nations of the earth
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0 According to thistext, why does God decide to tell Abraham about His plan to
destroy Sodom and Gomorrah?

0 Inthese verses, what constitutes being a “ great and mighty” (atzum) nation?

0 How might this verse correlate to the notion of self-interest (to’elet atzmi)?

A Closer Look:

From the positive use of the word atzum, as seen above, | would argue that one way
that Abraham and his descendents will become a “great and mighty” nation that is by
pursuing tzedek u'mishpat. In other words, what isin on€’slong-term self-interest isto do
what is right and just in the world. According to this verse, | would suggest that doing
something for oneself, one' s self-interest, or in order to build one’ s might directly correlates
with doing what is right and just.

Furthermore, the noun atzum appears 31 times in the Tanakh where its meaning
oscillates between “numerous’ and “powerful.” However, according to Theological
Dictionary of the Old Testament, one must remember that in “ segmentary societies the power
and prestige of afamily were defined by the number of its members.”® Furthermore, unlike
other words that mean power or might, the root e.tzmis never used in correlation to God.
Rather it is used solely to describe individuals or nations.®*

Therefore, one could argue that the notion of self-interest (based on the wood e.tz.m)
may allude to atype of human-oriented power that is created when the “many” becomes the
“one.” In other words, in biblical society, the more people a nation had, the more powerful
they were. Similarly, intheworld of community organizing, the more people who are joined
together who can acknowledge their own self-interest (atzum), the more powerful they will
bein the end.

©TDOT 292.
. TDOT 296.
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RABBINIC TEXTS

Pirkel Avot 1:14
PNAR PWOY R? ORI IR 717 XY CIRWIY 207 o 09 IR PR OR

“If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if | am only for mysalf, what am 1?7 And if
not now, when?’

A Closer Look:

Thisverse from Pirkei Avot is perhaps one of the most commonly quoted Rabbinic
adagesin liberal Jewish settings. Without much struggle, one could argue that this text
teaches us that we must balance our own needs with the needs of others. Furthermore, based
on the phrase “if not now, when,” one could argue that this type of reciprocity is so important
that no one should delay acting in a give-and-take manner. While thisis quite similar to the
interpretation proposed in the previous section, Marshall Ganz suggests that is a deeper, more
subtle message embedded within this common idiom.

First, Ganze proposes that the first phrase (i.e.- “If 1 am not for myself, who will be
for me?’) teaches us that every human being has infinite moral worth because we were all
created in God' simage. Therefore, being for “oneself” means honoring one' s resources and
strengths. This means lessening our reliance upon “marketing mavens, management gurus
and niche strategists’ and increasing our reliance upon our internal moral compassin order to
help us navigate where we came from and where we are going.®

Second, there very interesting linguistic anomaly in the phrase: “If | am only for
myself, what am I? — X 11 "n¥y% *1xw21.” Ganz notes that when someone focuses too much
on themselves, the Hebrew implies that they turn from a person, or a“who,” [*Who am 17’]
into an object or a“what” [“What am 17’]. Therefore, in order to be atrue person—a
“who”—one must establish relationships with others. Thisis aform of justice, not charity,
because “relationship requires recognition of the “other” asa“self” equally created in God's
image, unique and capable of choice....Entering into relationship with someone requires
speaking and listening; exploring values, interests, and resources; discerning commonalities
and differences; committing to a shared project. Understood in this way relationship is
demanding because it requires giving of ourselves, not only of our goods.”® Thus, in the end,

52 Ganz 3.
% Ganz 3.

89



our desire to build relationships with one another grow out of our recognition that we can
only become our complete “selves” when we are in relationships to other human beings.

Last but not least, Ganz suggests that we must pursue this kind of ethic “now”
because creative action is aways risky. When things are uncertain or ambiguous people have
atendency delay their actions or decisions because of what Tolstoy calls the “ snare of
preparation.” This concept relates quite nicely to Buber’s argument that inaction is as bad as
asin. As Buber suggests, inaction often takes place when a “ whirl of possibility paralyzes us.
Intrigued or overcome by all that we might do, we cannot decide to do anyone one thing. We wait
choicelessly and let happen what happens. In this common evildoing of will-less-ness we do the acts
that come from never being able to address this person or situation as a whole self.”*

Rather than doing something wrong or slightly spontaneous, most people become paralyzed
by their desire to do something more “perfect” in afew weeks or months down the line.
However, this adage teaches us that our merit does not come from being “experts’ in the
field who wait for al the datato arrive before taking action. Rather, it is our status as
learners, “ questioners who have faith that we can learn to create a new world only in the
course of creating it,” that can help us to change the world one step at atime.® Rather, doing
“good” means letting an encounter with another person propel you into action.

In summary, | would suggest that this simple line from Pirkei Avot isindeed, a great
source of knowledge when it comes to understanding self-interest from a Jewish lens. First,
as Ganz notes, this verse teaches us to respect our own needs because everyone was created
in the divine image. Second, we are reminded that if we only focus on ourselves, we become
a“what” (an object) rather than a“who” (aperson or areal human being). While | believe
that Ganz offers us an invaluable tool for understanding the deeper meaning of this phrase, |
would also like to present amore classical Rabbinic interpretation of this Rabbinic passage.

5% Borowitz 162.
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Avot D’ Rabbi Natan (Nusach Aleph) 12:7
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“He[Hillel] used to say: ‘1f | am not for myself, who will be for me?’ If | do not bring
merit upon myself, who will do it for me? This does not mean that one should separate
himself from his friends reward in thisworld, but that he separates [his] reward in the world
to come, asit saysin Ecclesiastes 4:1: *Behold, the tears of the oppressed have no one to
comfort [them], and on the other hand, the power of their oppressors, they [too] have no one
to comfort [them].” Why does it say ‘they do not have anyone to comfort [them]’ two times
[in thisverse]? Thisrefersto a human being who eats, drinks and is successful for their sons
and daughtersin this word, but in the world to come they do not have any rest.”

A Closer Look:

According to Avot D’ Rabbi Natan, being “for oneself” means doing good deeds so as

to merit areward for onself. However, thistext is quick to point out that one should not
simply do good deeds in order to accumulate reward for oneself. In fact, this author suggests
that one needs to work together with othersin thisworld in order to create merit for himself
or herself in the world to come. In other words, one should not ssimply do everything for
“oneself” so that they eat, drink and be merry without consideration for those around them.
In fact, the opposite is true. According to thistext, if one only focuses on being successful for
oneself or one's own family, cosmic forces will ensure that thisis not the case in the world to
come. Implicitly, this teaches us that while we should do good deeds to merit us areward, we
must not do pursue this goa to the exclusion of another person’s well-being.
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HASIDIC TEXT

Rabbi Bunim of P’ shiskha

“Every person should have two pockets, each containing aslip of paper. On one should be

written: ‘1 am but dust and ashes ® and on the other: ‘ The world was created for me.’®’

A Closer Look:

While this Hasidic tale has become quite a common adage, | believe it can add
another layer of significance to our already complex understanding of the concept of self-
interest. Based on the verse from the Babylonian Talmud (i.e.- “the world was created for
me”), Rabbi Bunim teaches that everyone should have a healthy sense of self. Or, as
organizerswould call it, self- interest. On the other hand, every human being must aso carry
another verse with him or her that reads: “| am but dust and ashes.” This verse from the Book
of Genesis provides us with a deep sense of humility because we are reminded of our
mortality. As finite human beings we only have so much time on earth. Thisrealization
affects peoplein different ways. Some will be inspired to pursue actions that will directly
benefit them because they realize how short lifeis. Then, there are those whose finitude
inspires them to work on something that will last well beyond their own legacy, or that of
their family.

Perhaps, however, the idea of keeping these both of these perspectivesideasin one's
pocket, rather than in one’swallet or purse, is symbolic of a more profound message. Just as
we need both legs to walk, so too do we need both pockets, or both ideas, to walk through
life in an upright and balanced way. If we only present ourselves as having a healthy ego or if
we only present ourselves as profoundly humble, we risk going astray in one direction or
another. Much like Maimonides’' idea of the golden mean, this text teaches us that our goal is
to help us find a healthy balance between these two extremes. However, whereas
Maimonides's spoke about the golden mean as a way to sanctify God’ s name, this text
teaches us that our own mortality should motivate us to pursue a more balanced approach to
the world around us.

% Based on Genesis 18:27
® Based on BT Sanhedrin 38a
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MODERN TEXT

“We cannot today think of salvation in the same other-worldly terms as did our
fathers....The salvation that the modern man seeks in this world, like that which his fathers’
sought in the world to come, has both a persona and social significance. In its persona
aspect it represents the faith in the possibility of achieving an integrated persondity. All
those natural impulses, appetites and desires which so often are in conflict with one another
must be harmonized....When our mind functionsin such away that we feel that all our
powers are actively employed in the achievements of desirable ends, we have achieved
personal salvation.

This personal objective of human conduct cannot, however, be achieved without
reference to asocia objective as well. Selfish salvation is an impossibility, because no
human being is psychologically self-sufficient....Although to every individual the
achievement of personal salvation is his supreme quest and responsibility, it is unattainable
without devotion to the task of social salvation.

Initssocial aspect, salvation means the ultimate achievement of asocia order in
which all men shall collaborate in the pursuit of common ends in a manner which shall afford
to each the maximum opportunity for creative self-expression. There can be no personal
salvation so long as injustice and strife exist in the social order; there can be no socid
salvation so long as the greed for gain and the lust for domination are permitted to inhibit the
hunger for human fellowship and sympathy in the hearts of men.”®®

0 Inthis passage how does Kaplan define “ salvation” ? Do you agree or
disagree with his general theory? Why or why not?

o What isthe difference between “ personal” and “ social salvation” ? What is
the relationship between these two elements?

0 Do you think Kaplan’sidea was influenced by any of the other ideas or
thinkers examined above? If so, in what way(s)?

0o How might Kaplan’s understanding personal and social salvation deepen our
under standing of self-interest from Jewish philosophical standpoint?

*® K aplan 52-53.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: POWER

Since ancient times the Rabbis argued that the world stands on three things: Torah
(learning sacred texts), avodah (worship and ritual), and g’ milut hasadim (acts of loving-
kindness).®® Even today, many modern-day Jewish institutions are founded upon these three
pillars as away to promote Jewish identity-building and literacy. On one hand, | would argue
that these three pillars remain at the core of our work as educators and rabbis who want to
create more affiliated, learned, and engaged Jews. On the other hand, in aworld where many
families, including an increasing number of middle class families, are one hospital visit or
job loss away from bankruptcy, | believe that we must broaden the notion of g’ milut hasadim
to include actions that can bring about systemic social change.

In order for synagogues to reexamine their commitment to systemic social change
they must be willing to talk about what it means to harness communal, civil, and politica
power. Five or ten years ago most synagogues would have never suggested that they werein
the business of creating or building power. However, community organizing has taught us
that if we are going to transform everyday acts of loving-kindness into real systemic social
change, we must familiarize ourselves with, and acquire political and social power. As
Pesner suggests, “To build the kind of power needed to win universal heath care, save our
disintegrating environment, and act effectively on a variety of issues reflecting our deepest
Jewish values, we will need to organize and use the power of our congregations.”

Therefore, this chapter relies upon the assumption that 21% century synagogues must be able

to talk about building civic, communal and political power alongside the centrd tenets of

% Pirkei Avot 1:2
™ Pesner, Activists.
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building Jewish identity, literacy and affiliation. Furthermore, as | hope to demonstrate, the
creation of shared communal and political power is essential for the Reform movement to be
ableto truly act on its prophetic commitment to systemic socia change. Thus, the goal of this
chapter isto understand what it means to acquire power in a synagogue setting in order to
pursue a more comprehensive notion of g’ milut hasadim.

Most often, when people hear the word power it conjures up images of greed,
violence, abuse or injustice. For many, they are reminded of the famous quote by Lord
Acton: “Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost
aways bad men, even when they exercise influence and not authority.””* In reality, however,
the word power ssimply means the “ability to act.” As Martin Luther King Jr. suggests,
“power properly understood is nothing but the ability to achieve a purpose.” 2

Our ability to act on our values, thoughts, ideas and interests is what makes us human.
While history has taught us that the abuse of power can lead to death and destruction, the
reality isthat the concept itself has neither a positive or negative valence. The problemis that
the word power is often associated with atype of hierarchical authority that leads to
corruption and violence. However, this understanding of the word is only one type of power,
and in community organizing it is known as “ power-over.”

Power-over is characterized by both dominance and dependency. Dominance is
defined as the ability to take control of a situation, usually through aggression, fear, or
mani pulation. Dominance is linked to dependency because dominant people tend to acquire,

and then control, accessto limited resources. Therefore, dominant people, institutions, or

structural systems can collect awide array of people who are dependent on them for

™ Acton, John.
2 King, “Where do we go from here?’
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resources such as safety, access to ajob, financial resources, etc. Examples of this type of
dominance include corrupt political leaders who can manipulate their staff or constituents to
do whatever they want because they control the taxes or police force in their neighborhood.
Or we may think of a gang leader who rules the streets through fear and intimidation. While
these are good examples of extremely dominant people or positionsin our society, the reality
is that most people operate from some level of a power-over mentality on adaily basis.

Society has conditioned us to believe that if we want to get something done well, we
should simply do it ourselves. This sentiment seems innocent enough; although it illustrates
how we can all fall prey to the power-over mentality in our own lives. Therefore, when we
talk about the notion of power-over it isimportant to keep in mind that this not only refersto
drug dealers or corrupt politicians, it also refers to the way every-day citizens operate on an
unconscious level.

Acting from a power-over mentality could be as benign as making a unilateral
decision that will affect alarge number of people. It could also mean withholding critical
information from shareholders, which could alter the outcome of a pivotal decision. In other
words, power-over, in its most subtle form, can exist as slight exaggerations of the truth or as
amanipulation of the factsin order to produce the results that allow one to remain in control
of asituation. No one isimmune from acting with this type of power-over mentality. On the
other hand, community organizing tries to promote a cultural shift in which people a) are
more aware of their tendency to act from a power-over mentality; b) honor, respect, and
engage in amodel that can counter this type of hierarchical power.

The counterbalance to aworld filled with hierarchical power is something known in

the world of community organizing as shared power or “power-to” or “power-with.” This
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type of power is defined by interdependency rather than dominance. This means cultivating a
group that is characterized by collectivity and mutuality. In other words, groups that act on a
power-to basis can learn from one another and challenge one another’ sideas, decisions, and
strategies. It meansthat they learn to sharein, or at least respect, each other’ sinterests,
resources, and vision. This may appear to be atype of technical change in the way we think
about interacting with other congregants in a polite or harmonious way. However, | would
argue that devel oping communities based on the notion of shared power is actualy a much
more radical endeavor that lies at the heart of the Jewish mission. While | will explore the
Jewish roots of thisideain more depth below, for now | would like to focus on what it means
to operate from a sense of shared power.

A group that operates from shared power learns to make decisionsin a collective
manner and iswilling to accept both the positive and negative outcomes of that decision.
Thus, any group that bases its actions on this type of non-hierarchical system must
acknowledge that no single person is to blame for something that goes wrong in the group,
nor to be given all the credit for when something goes right. Rather, the assumption is that
just as the group makes collective decisions it must also accept collective responsibility.
Although it isincredibly difficult to develop communities or groups that always operate on a
power-to level, the goa of community organizing isto create this kind of cultura paradigm
shift over time.

Whether oneis operating from an outlook of power-to or power-over, it is clear that
power isarelational term. It can only be assessed in relationship with another person, thing
or ingtitution. In other words, people do not just have innate power. Rather, when people say

that a person has “power,” they are most often referring to the fact that he or she has power-
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over someone else or something. They may exercise the power of persuasion or they may
employ a darker method such as power through fear and intimidation. Therefore, as Ganz
suggests, power is not athing, an attribute, aquality, a characteristic, or atrait. Rather, itisa
relationship.” In a power-over situation, one party, person, or institution tends to “win” the
conversation, debate, campaign, or access to critical resource. Thisis called a zero-sum
process where one party leaves with the spoils, and the other goes home with nothing. On the
other hand, relational power is multiplicative. In other words, when you become more
powerful, so do those who are in relationship with you. When your group becomes more
powerful, you become more powerful as an individual. In thisway relationa power is
mutually reinforcing rather than a zero-sum game. In order for a group to operate with shared
power, the person who was traditionally at the top of the hierarchy (i.e. — the president, rabbi,
executive director, board member, etc) must recognize that he or she must give up some of
his or her own unilateral power in order to create atrue form of shared power. Therefore,
while thiskind of power isindeed multiplicative, it aso requires an immense amount of
humility and perspective that is often quite difficult at first because it challenges our
preconceived notions about what it means to be a leader. While many people associate
leadership with having control, authority, or a strong influence over a group, being aleader in
agroup that operates with shared power means hel ping the group as awhole create more
power to act in the world.

Now that we have analyzed what power redly is, the question remains, why do we
want it? On the most fundamental level, having shared power allows communitiesto
confront, and ultimatel y change, the restrictive nature of power-over institutions that control

access to vital resources within our society. Similar to the claim that you cannot fight

3 Ganz 19.
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violence with violence, you also cannot effectively confront a system of injustice based on
power-over dynamics, with power-over tactics. Rather, it is necessary to confront a society
filled with power-over relationships with a strategy of shared power. Asthe Black Feminist
theorist and activist Audre Lorde once said: “ The Master’s Tools will never dismantle the
Master’s House.” " In other words, using the tools of oppression, in this case the notion of
power-over, will never lead to true liberation. One of the most important goals of CBCO isto
create communities which have access to enough power that they will be able lead us to true
liberation. That being said, how does developing shared power translate into our ability to
confront systemic injustice like poor housing, lack of health care, etc?

First, community organizers argue that as more people learn to operate from a
position of shared power, the more people will begin to see how changeis possible. By
dlightly shifting the culture of power within an institution, everyone can see how shifting
from a power-over to a power-to culture is possible on alarger level aswell. For example, in
many synagogues the vision of the synagogue is driven by the rabbis and some influential
leaders, board members or donors. However, after engaging more than six-hundred members
in alistening campaign, one congregation began to build its vision based on what members
were saying in their one-on-one interactions and house meetings. Pretty soon congregants
were able to see how their participation in alistening campaign correlated to the synagogue’' s
new vision. For many, thistype of change was unheard of in alarge, urban synagogue that
was set initsways. Y et, by seeing how their own synagogue culture was able to change, they
started to believe that it was aso possible to make a difference in the deeply engrained

problems of their city as well.

™ | orde 110.
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Second, shifting towards a model of shared power enables people to see how they can
exercise control and responsibility over some aspect of their life or of their community. In
many Reform congregations, the ability to create this dynamic is reason enough to engagein
the practice of community organizing. Therefore, in addition to teaching Torah, prayer,
Jewish values, etc, the goal of a synagogue engaged in community organizing isto help
congregants envision acommunity in which their stories, interests and needs inform the
direction and vision of the congregation. While many of our synagogues have become
incredibly successful at providing congregants with services that they need and want (i.e. -
religious school access for their children, high holiday tickets, or life cycle events such as
weddings, bar mitzvah ceremonies and funerals), most of the time, the vision for communal
life comes from a select number of clergy and professional staff. Although there have been
many wonderful initiatives aimed at shifting this dynamic, such as Synagogue 3000 or the
Re-Imagine Project, thereality isthat many synagogues still operate with a “fee for service”
mentality. Yet, this mentality deters many congregants from taking on leadership positions
because they believe that in the end, the professional staff will determine the direction of the
congregation. Therefore, one of the goals of CBCO isto provide an opportunity for
congregants to see how their stories, interests, and needs can become the basis for communal
vision and action. Rather than encouraging congregantsto “join” a synagogue just like they
would “join” a health club, the goal in community organizing is to encourage peopleto take
shared responsibility for engaging in and creating the type of community that they want to be
apart of. Rather than inviting people to attend pre-established events, programs or speakers,

the idea behind this approach isto put lay leaders at the center of the synagogue and to help
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them develop shared ideas, power, and responsibility so that they will be encouraged to take
amore active and participatory rolein their own community.

That is not to say that the clergy and staff must suppress their entire vision in order to
build a community that operates with shared power. In fact, sometime synagogue leaders
must offer classes or teach about rituals that congregants would never envision because they
have not been exposed to Jewish texts, traditions or values in the same way asthe
professionals staff. At timesit isimportant for the clergy and professional staff of a
synagogue to drive its mission in order to push the congregation beyond its own comfort
zone. For example, in the past many Reform congregations simply ignored the need to
develop apolicy around kashrut, or Jewish dietary laws, because most congregants did not
pay attention to these laws. However, as Reform congregants are becoming more ritually
oriented, many congregations are confronting a divide between classical Reformists who
believe that kashrut is an archaic practice and more modern Reformers who believe that there
is still value in these ancient laws. In this case, if it were up to the masses, the congregation
would continue to ignore the issue because those who want a kosher kitchen are till in the
minority. But in one congregation, the clergy hastaken it upon itself to develop a kosher task
force to bring the issue to the forefront of the congregation’ s agenda. By teaching about
ancient kashrut laws and modern, eco-kashrut ideas, the clergy is taking an active role by
pushing the majority of congregants to deal with something that they would have otherwise
ignored for afew more years. Thisisagreat example of how a power-over decision (i.e.-
clergy and afew key lay |eaders decide to re-examine the kashrut policy) can lead to a
wonderfully transformative power-to community building process. In many cases, thisis

exactly how the CBCO model becomes embedded in many congregations. In other words, a
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key lay leader or someone on the senior staff may learn about CBCO and they want to
implement it in order to create amore relational culture in their synagogue. Aslong asthis
decision is not forced upon people unilateraly, | would argue that there is nothing wrong
about a process that begins with one or two people at the top of the hierarchy and endsin a
more relational and collective process.

On the other hand, | would argue that the goal of CBCO isto help congregations
reflect on how much of their vision is staff-driven versus how much their vision is shaped by
this notion shared power and shared |eadership. In the end, opening up the center of our
communities beyond the clergy, professional staff, or the board room, alows congregants to
envision a congregation of shared power. Ultimately, having a stake in the decision-making
process of one’'s own community leads people to feel alarger sense of responsibility for the
congregation aswell. As Larry Dressler argues, “Real change does not come from decree,
pressure, permission, or persuasion. It comes from people who are passionately and
personally committed to a decision or direction they have helped to shape.” ™ Thus, if we
want to make our synagogues a place of real change and transformation we must use the
tools of community organizing to help build a symbiotic relationship between a staff-driven
mission and power-holding approach, and a membership-driven vision and base of power.

Thethird goa of developing shared power isto create “power in numbers.” This
notion of power in numbersis atime-tested strategy of many different social and civil rights
movements. Whether it is from our own experience or that of history, we know that
demanding something from a politician as an individual citizen does not often produce the
results that we would like. On the other hand, bringing alarge constituency of people

together to make the same demand often produces a more positive outcome. Thisis

" Dresder 3.
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evidenced by both grand gestures such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott, as well as smaller

gestures such as a parent’ s association demanding to be heard during the process of hiring a
new principal. In both cases, the ability to mobilize alarge amount of people creates a sense
of power that cannot be accomplished if one representative from a group makes the demand.

On one hand, the power created by past social movements seems like quite an
admirable quality to replicate. On the other hand, community organizing is unique in that it
strivesto create a similar outcome with adifferent goal in mind. In other words, organizing is
not only meant to produce mass mobilization for a cause, it is also meant to create atrue
sense of shared power and leadership at every level of the organization. In this model CBCO
not only creates the illusion of “power in numbers,” but rather area sense of shared power in
which a collective group of leaders can respond dynamically to any important decisions or
challenges. The hopeis that by cultivating both power and numbers and shared power,
people will be able to maximize their ability to think and act collectively, while also being
able to confront the power imbalances that exist within their community or within their city.
Shared power, therefore, enables people to challenge hierarchical and unjust power, which
prohibits people from living in the world as it should be.

In community organizing power is developed through organizing people, money and
interests. In other words, as explained in the previous chapter, power comes from building
relationships with people in which the line between narrow self-interest and enlightened self-
interest is blurred so that people can begin to see how these concepts are inextricably bound
to one another. Power is derived not only from sharing and transforming one another’s
interests, but also from sharing resources in order to create new resources, imagination,

skills, strategies and tactics. In short, power comes from collective interests and resources

103



organized to meet society’ s demands. It isimportant to note that many businesses and
politicians aready recognize that creating relationships and a shared vision is the key to
political power. Thisiswhy business associations and political associations exist. For
example, in Texas, which is astate that is particularly well-known for its successful
lobbyists, the two biggest business associations recently merged to create one, unified
organization called the Texas Association of Business (TAB). According to their website:
“Thereisadirect correlation between the size of an organization and the impact that
its members have on public policy. When numbers talk, lawmakers listen. Through

TAB, thousands of employers have united under the battle cry for a prosperous state

economy and the creation of new employment opportunities. Through the

generations, this powerful voice has allowed TAB to emerge victorious -- a strong

independent voice for Texas business.” "
Therefore, on aday to day basis, while many of these companies compete with one another
for business, they recognize that by joining forces in one sphere of public life they can create
apolitical and economic environment in which all businesses will thrive regardless of the
fact that in another sphere they are marketplace competitors. Therefore, while individual
businesses may have different short-term interests they recognize that they can build more
power (which servestheir long-term interest) by creating an association or a group with a
shared vision that transcends the limited interest of asingleindividua or company.

A similar ideaistrue in community organizing. Beyond solving a housing or an
educational crisis, organizing is about solving a more fundamental problem—the lack of
power among everyday citizens. By joining hand-in-hand with other individuals,
communities can create broad-based power that can challenge, and hopefully reverse, the

abuse of power that takes place when businesses or government agencies coal esce around

their own interest. In other words, organized power can only be challenged by another,

8 hitp://www.txbi z.org/about-tab/history.aspx
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deeper institutional power that is shared and created across lines of race, class, religion, and
ethnicity. As Gecan asks. “How do you think new and better schools will be built? Because
they are desperately needed? Because it’s a good idea? Because the honchos at the Board of
Education wake up in the morning and decide to do the right thing? Because the city is
appalled by the chronic overcrowding? No, new and better schools will be built when you
have the power to force them to build them.””” However, | am wary of Gecan’ s language
here because | do not believe that “forcing them to be built” means employing the same
power-over tactics used by those at the top of the socia or political hierarchy. As suggested
above, | do not believe that we can “dismantle the master’ s house with the master’ s tools.”
Rather, we must work together with those in charge in order to create change in a more
relational manner.

A great example of how to harness this kind of shared, multiplicative, relational
power isillustrated by arecent effort by alarge number of uninsured peoplein Los Angeles
to make the county health system more equitable and efficient. These patients identified two
main problems that were quite universal: 1) They had avery difficult time making an
appointment to see a doctor and often had to wait on the phone for more than an hour to
speak to someone in order to make a appointment; 2) Even when they had made an
appointment, they were waiting three to five hours at times to see their doctors. So, with the
help of community organizing efforts, these Angelenos banded together to meet with the
head of one of the downtown hospitals to talk about this situation. After the meeting, they
organized alarge public action with more than six hundred concerned citizens to speak about
the issues that they were concerned about. At this public action, the head of the county health

department pledged his commitment to work with patients to see that their concerns were
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addressed. Through this ongoing and developing relationship with county health
administrators, a group of committed, uninsured patients turned a power-over situation into a
power-to collaborative effort. Rather than buying into a system that takes advantage of their
vulnerability, these patients took the notion of power—the ability to achieve a purpose—and
set out to make things right for their community.

Ultimately, it isimportant to note that creating and harnessing public power is not
simply an end in and of itself. In other words, community organizing is not about developing
power for the sake of having more power. Rather, community organizing seeks to redefine
“power” asthe ability to act. By developing one's self-interest, story, and relationships
organizing can cultivate acommunity that can articulate its shared values and shared vision
for a better future. Ideally, the combination of a shared vision and shared power will enable a
congregation to assert the power they need make the world a better place.

As stated above, cultivating shared power is only one of the many goals of synagogue
life. My hope, however, isthat this chapter highlights the importance of creating Jewish
institutions that are comfortable talking about, building and cultivating a sense of shared
community power, as well as, political power. Otherwise it will be impossible to develop
notion of g'milut hasadim that has rea efficacy without engaging in the socia and politica
power structures that surround us. Last but not least, while we must engage our
congregations in conversations about power, we must also be engaging our congregationsin
the question: “Power towards what ends?’ In other words, we must begin to develop a
conversation, based in Jewish texts, about what our ideal world looks like. Whether this
means drawing from portions of the Torah such as the holiness code or looking at rabbinic

texts that focus on the notion of the World to Come, any conversations about power must be
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accompanied by texts about what the Jewish vision of ajust future looks like. While the texts
below focus on examining the notion of power from a Jewish lens, it isimportant to note that
any congregation engaging in the work of CBCO must also seriously examine Jewish texts
that help congregants to formulate a Jewish vision of ajust society. Inthe end however, |
have focused my own research on understanding the notion of “power” from a Jewish
perspective because | believethat it is easier for most modern Jews to imagine the ideal
world, than it is for them to grapple with the concrete, political and civic tools needed to

transform the world asit isinto the world asit should be.
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POWER FROM A JEWISH LENS

“POWER DOES NOT CORRUPT. FEAR CORRUPTS... PERHAPS THE FEAR OF A LOSS OF POWER.”78

If synagogues are going to pursue systemic social change, then we must be willing to
talk about, build, and cultivate real socia and political power. As noted above, this means
building shared, or collective, power rather than hierarchical, or coercive, power. This kind
of power is cultivated through building relationships, shared vision and collective action.
Additionally, since talking about power is still somewhat taboo, thereis an intellectua
component to building power as well. We must provide people with an opportunity to talk
about how power operates in the world around us. This conversation should include several
fundamental questions: Is there a sacred way to build power? What can Judaism teach us
about the way we use or abuse power? Is there a sacred purpose to building power and are
there certain kinds of power that can lead us closer to redemption?

In the Tanakh there are many different words used to convey the notion of power.
They include but are not limited to the Hebrew roots: 223 ,1w ,m> ,>°11,%5° (gever, 0z, ko’ ach,
chayyil, yachal). Koa ach is the first word for “power” that appears in the Tanakh. In various
formsit is used 124 times in the Bible.” The word koa’ ach first appears in Genesis 4:12 after
Cain kills his brother Abel. In this verse God warns Cain that the earth shall no longer yield
its power [7mM3] to because of the sin he committed against his brother. In this example, as
well as others, it is clear that ko' ach is a characteristic that can be possessed by human beings

aswell asinanimate objects. More often, however, the root ko’ ach is used to describe God' s

78 Steinbeck, John. The Short Reign of Pippin IV: A Fabrication. New York: Viking Press, 1957: 102.
”TDOT 122.
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power. In some instances this refers to God' s ability to provide comfort or security to the
Israelites because of His power (e.g. — Is. 40:26). However, more often than not, God’'s
ko’ ach bears a destructive connotation. For example, thisword is often used to illustrate
God' s ability to destroy other armiesin order to protect the Israglites, or to punish the
Israelite’ s for disobeying His commandments (e.g. - Ex. 15:6, Nah. 1:3).

With less frequency the word ko’ ach is used to describe human power as well. For
instance, in Genesis 31:6 the patriarch Jacob tells Rachel and Leah that he has served Laban
with al of hisko’ach. And yet Laban continues to deceive. In this sense, the word ko’ ach is
equivalent to inner strength or power, which can lead to sense of loyalty or commitment to a
particular cause or person. Similarly, in Joshua 14:11, Caleb tells hisleader that he still
possesses the ko’ ach to settle the land that M oses once promised to him. Once again, this
version of ko'ach implies an internal perseverance or strength. Thus, koa’ ch not only implies
physical power or strength, but also spiritual resolve. Thisisacritical element of power that
is often under-emphasized in many organizing settings. Spiritual resolveis extremely
important in the CBCO model because it often take months or even years before the group
has built enough relational power to create political change. In synagogues filled with short-
term action projectsit is often difficult to sustain peopl€ sinterest in along-term socia
justice process. Therefore, it is more important than ever to talk about ko’ ach as aform of
spiritua resolve.

On the other hand, the Torah a so teaches us that having too much ko’ ach can be a
negative attribute as well. The most obvious example of this can be found in Genesis 49:3-4,
when Jacob says: “Reuben, you are my first-born, my might (koa’ chi) and first fruit of my

vigor. Exceeding in rank and exceeding in honor, yet unstable as water, you shall excel no
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longer.” While thisis only one such example, the word ko' ach is often used to describe an
unhealthy use of power within the Tanakh. It appears as if this word does not acquire an
overly positive tone until the post-biblical era.

Since the biblical usage of ko’ ach is often negative, | would suggest that the best
Hebrew word to describe the notion of power within the context of community organizing is
the word gevurah. The root g.v.r. appears in many Semitic languages including the Akkadian
word gaparu or gapru. Scholars suggest that thisword, like its Hebrew equivaent, means
“power or strength.” However, much more often it simply means “to do or to make.”®° This
is an astonishing parallel because many organizers argue that power is simply “the ability to
do, make or act.” Thereforeit is possible that this modern organizing idiom also hasiits
foundation in our Biblical tradition.

Similar to the word ko’ ach, the Bible uses the word gevurah to describe both human
beings as well as God in both a positive and negative way. For instance, in many of the
historical books the word gevurah is used to describe military might or strength and it
implies a more destructive quality (i.e.- Jud. 8:21, 1 Kings 22:46). However, the word
gevurah is used much more often as a positive attribute. Take for instance Deuteronomy 3:24
or Judges 5:31 in which God' s gevurah is depicted as redemptive quality.

Furthermore, in the wisdom literature the word gevurah no longer signifies only
physical strength, but also spiritual and intellectual strength.®! For example, in the Book of
Proverbs, the notion of “wisdom” becomes personified amost like a mythical biblical
character that cries out and urges the Israglites to pursue knowledge. The Rabbis later suggest

the notion of “wisdom” is aplace holder for the study of Torah. Regardless, however, in

8% TDOT 367.
8. TDOT 372.
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Proverbs chapter 8 the author suggests that wisdom leads to gevurah. Take for example
Proverbs 8:14 which states: “777123 >% 1713°2 °IX [ani binah |i gevurah; | am understanding

[and] gevurah ismineg].” In other words, al of our power hasitsroot in wisdom.

Furthermore, as the Torah evolves, wisdom becomes even more important than power, asit
says in Ecclesiastes 9:16: “71712a% 7120 17210 [tovah chochmah nt gevurah; Wisdom is

better than gevurah].” Therefore, it is safe to say that while earlier occurrences of the word
gevurah symbolized primarily physical prowess, the word takes on another layer of meaning
in the wisdom literature of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Book of Job.

Thisis significant because in most community organizing campaigns congregants
spend alot of time in training—Ilearning, reading and reflecting—before they may participate
in an action that resembles our normative understanding of political or communal power. By
emphasizing the fact that wisdom isaform of, or even the basis of, gevurah, it may be
possible to cultivate the kind of spiritual patience and political know-how that it takes to run
atruly successful community organizing campaign. In other words, by connecting power and
wisdom, we may be able to illustrate how power is, in fact, a very methodical intellectual and
spiritual endeavor. Rather than simply creating a giant street protest to display the
congregation’s collective power, thisinterpretation of gevurah meansthat real power comes
with true knowledge, which can only be achieved through study and research. This paradlelsa
commitment within community organizing to spend a considerable amount of time
researching and learning how to create group strategy and long-term power.

Last but not least, the word gevurah is often connected to the notion of righteousness
or justice. For example, in Micah 3:8 the prophet continues to castigate the Israglites for their

disobedience to God. But then Micah announces that he has been imbued with God’s
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gevurah and ko’ ach in order to bring justice and righteousness back into the world. Perhaps

an even more illustrative example can be found in Psalm 89:14-15:

TR N7I2)-0Y YT 7Y 4% 14 Yoursisan arm endowed with might; your hand
AP 0NN T isstrong; Your right hand exalted.

101D LAY PTY IV 15 Righteousness and justice are the base of Y our
TR, NN TON ; TNDD throne; steadfast love and faithfulness go before

T

In these verses, God' s “arm” is an anthropomorphic metaphor for God' s entire being, which
is endowed with gevurah. In an example of the Bibl€e s poetic literary style, God' s gevurah
paralels God' s throne of righteousness and justice. Thus, this text impliesthat thereisa
strong connection between power and justice.

On one hand, these verses teach us that the pursuit of gevurah and ko’ ach may lead to
amore righteous world. On the other hand, they also teach us that righteous power can only
be pursued in concert with God' s own gevurah and ko' ach. Therefore, as Borowitz often
suggests, we can no longer afford to believe that human beings have ultimate power over the
world. If we are going to pursue true justice and ultimate redemption we need to believein a
God who works with us on behalf of this kind of transformation.

Ultimately | would argue that true redemption requires a confluence of ko' ach and
gevurah that stems from both human action and divine will. In order to cultivate an even
broader notion of Jewish power we must continue to examine the different root words
mentioned above. For now, however, | would argue that true power comes from recognizing
that ko’ ach and gevurah are multi-faceted concepts. They symbolize both the internal need
for patience, perseverance and wisdom, aswell as the externa need for physical prowess and
“power in numbers.” Cultivating power is neither apurely internal or external effort. It isthe
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combination of these processes that make an individual, or acommunity, successful at

building power and ultimately redemption. Thus, by presenting the idea of power vis-a-vis

gevurah and ko' ach, | believe that we can provide congregants with a more subtle, nuanced

and inspirational understanding of the way power operates within the Jewish tradition. My

hope is that the following texts will aso add to our understanding of power from a Jewish

lens.

BIBLICAL TEXT

Numbers 27:1-7
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1 The daughters of Zelophehad, of
Manassite family—son of Hepher, son of
Gilead, son of Machir, son of Manasseh,
son of Joseph—came forward. The names
of the daughters were Mahlah, Noah,
Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah.

2 They stood before M oses, Eleazar the
priest, the chieftains, and the whole
assembly, at the entrance of the Tent of
Meeting, and they said:

3 'Our father died in the wilderness. He was
not one of the faction, Korach’s faction,
which banded together against the LORD,
but died for his own sin; and he has left no
sons.

4 Let not our father’s name be lost to his
clan just because he had no son! Giveusa
holding among our father’ s kinsmen!’

5 Moses brought their cause before the
LORD.

6 And the LORD said to M oses:
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YRR YI--NI2T THOYY N2 39 T 7 Thepleaof the daughters of Zelophehad
NN 7['1373 ,ﬂbm NN onY isjust: you should give them a hereditary

_ : i holding among their father’ s kinsmen;
VPIN NN DR = L) ,Dﬂ’]:_lg transfer their father’ s share to them.’
)2

0 In what ways do you think the daughter’s of Zelophehad display “power” in this
text?

0 Do you see any elements of ko’ach or gevurah in this passage, or do you see any
examples of relational power, power in numbers, etc?

O Can this text teach us anything about building power within the Jewish
community or within the CBCO model?

A Closer Look:

The passage above is known colloquially as the “ Daughters of Zelophehad.” Asthe
texts suggests, the daughter’ s father—Z el ophehad—dies while the Israglites are wandering in
the wilderness without leaving any male heirs. The problem, therefore, isthat the law
revealed earlier at Mt. Sinai does not allow women to inherit their father’s property. This text
begins when the daughters approach Mosesin order to ask him to reconsider the fairness of
this law.

Whilethisis quite a short passage, | believe that thisincident has alot to teach us
about the notion of power within aBiblical framework. First, having power does not always
mean displaying it in an overt or overly dramatic way. Take for instance the first line of this
text in which the daughters approach Moses to make their claim. The Hebrew word hereis
from the k.r.v., which means “to draw near” or to “sacrifice.” These two concepts are
connected because in the Ancient Near East offering a sacrifice was one way to “draw near”
to God. Thus, rather than standing up to Moses or confronting him with an unnecessary sense
of power or urgency, the Torah teaches us that the women approached Moses with a sense of
humility and honor. Interestingly, thisis the same sense of gravitas used to describe how
Moses approaches God, as it says: “Moses brought their case before Adonai,” [ *19%... Twn 9P,
7] (Num. 27:5).

Second, in verse two we learn that the daughters intentionally assembled the entire
community in order to make their claim. While it would have been sufficient for them to
bring their case before Moses, the Torah teaches us that the daughters assembled in front of
the entire community, including all of its most respected leaders. Unlike the example of Boaz
in the Book of Ruth, it isdifficult know whether or not the women actively pursued this
audience or if they community gathered on its own volition. Regardless, however, according
to the rabbinic principle that there are no superfluous words in the Torah (ain lashon yeter), |
would argue that it is significant that the daughters present their casein an “action” that is as
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public as possible. This teaches us that power is built through an extremely public display of
action or will.

Third, it isinteresting to note that the daughters are a\ways introduced as a group
known as the “ Daughters of Zelophehad,” as well as by their individual names. This indicates
that there is a sense of interdependency between their collective identity and their individual
abilities and interests. As the Rabbis note in Sifre 133, the daughters’ names are mentioned in
adifferent order in Numbers 27 compared to Numbers 36. The Rabbis suggest that thisis
because they each had a unique talent to offer to the group. No one woman was valued more
than any of the others. This commitment to shared |eadership and shared responsibility isa
key element to building shared power.

Fourth, the daughters tell a compelling story about their shared past with the Israelites
and they use strategic language to express their self-interest. For example, the first thing the
daughtersdo isto tell astory. They tell the story about how their father was innocent because
he was not associated with Korach’ s rebellion. Whereas before this the daughters may have
been ostracized by the community, this single line story is meant to vindicate their father’s
honor, as well as create a closer sense of shared history with the rest of the Israglite people.

The daughters also use very strategic language to make their claim about inheriting
their father’s property. Rather than appealing to their need for financial security or basic
human rights they appeal to the greater self-interest and values of the community at large. As
biblical scholar Tamar Eskenazi suggests, “Their choice of language is astute. They use the
language of loyalty to the family. By emphasizing the desire to perpetuate their father’s name
they speak to atimely communal and familial concern in an era of transitions.”® This text
illustrates that the daughters knew, consciously or unconsciously, that building power
requires appealing to the interests and motives of the power-brokers in the community.

While their desire to honor their father’s name may have been authentic, they still
chose this particular story and emphasis because they knew that getting what they wanted
depended on illustrating how their request benefited the entire community. In the end, this
text teaches us a fundamental organizing principle about power: Sometimes getting what you
want means appealing to the needs and values of those who arein charge. Then, itis
important to present aclaimin away that is mutually beneficia to the power-holder and the
power-seeker.

In the end | would argue that the daughters not only spoke “justly,” they also
succeeded in building their own power by embodying their request in the community’s desire
for greater continuity in atime of great dislocation. One could argue that this power-building
exercise worked because in the next line daughters make a highly assertive statement that
they should be given the land. Scholars note that the Hebrew — tanah lanu ( “give us’) —is
strong and unapol ogetic. This is notable because when creating communal power it is
important to know when to be humble or deferential (i.e. - verse 1) and when to be confident

2 WwWTC972.
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or assertive. In the end, the daughters' strategic thinking and collective approach earns them
more than they bargained for. For example, they only requested an ahuzah, or atemporary
possession of the land for their own use. However, Moses grants them along-term
inheritance of the land, or a nachalah, which they can bequeath to their children one. While
this may appear to be aminor linguistic detail, this sets arevolutionary precedence for all
Israelite women.

In the end, this passage represents a monumental moment becauseit is the first and
only time that the Bible records the process by which anew law was created by the Israglite
people. In other words, the Daughters of Zel ophehad represent a success story about
“democracy in action.” Granted, the story does not depict a true democratic movement
because Moses appeals to God to decide the law, which means that the Israelites were
working with atheocratic, as well as democratic system. That being said, this story conveys
the power that can be established through collective action, alarge public action, and
strategic language.

This story is extremely motivational becauseit is about a group of disenfranchised
women who succeed in changing the public narrative and practice of their time. Whereas
their male counterparts continually complained throughout the Book of Numbers, this story
provides us with a compelling model for how to make things right, rather than simply
complaining about everything that is wrong. Ultimately, the Daughters of Zelophehad
present us with an inspirational story of righteous indignation that leads to fundamental
socia change.
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RABBINIC TEXTS

Y alkut Shimoni 733

“And they stood before Moses” (Num. 27:2). Each of the five daughters presented one of the
five pleas. The first said, “Our father died in the wilderness’” (Num. 27:3). The second said,”
(He was not one of Korach’s faction who banded against the Lord” (ibid). The third said:
“But he died of hisown sin” (ibid). The fourth said: “He had no sons” (ibid). The fifth said:
“Why should or father's name lost to his family (Num. 27:4).”%

o Inthebiblical account of this narrative we are not told which daughter
presents her argument to Moses. In your opinion, why would the Rabbis
suggest that each woman made one statement to Moses?

o What could the Rabbis' interpretation teach us about the notion of public
or civic power?

Numbers Rabbah 12:10

“THEN THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD DREW NEAR (Num. 27:1). In that
generation the women built up the fences which the men broke down. Thus you find that
Aaron told them: ‘Break off the golden rings, which arein the ears of your wives,” (Ex.

32:2). But the women protested against their husbands; asis proved by the fact that it says:
‘And al the people broke off the golden rings which were in their ears,” (Ex. 32:3).

But the women did not participate with them in making the calf. It was the same in the case
of the spies, who uttered an evil report: ‘ And the men... when they returned, made all of the
congregation to murmur against him,” (Num. 14:36). The decree [not to enter the Land] was
issued against this congregation because they had said: ‘We are not able to go up,” (Num.
8:31). The women, however, were not with them in their counsel, as may be inferred from
the fact that it iswritten in an earlier passage of our section, ‘ For the Lord had said of them:
‘They shall surely die in the wilderness. And there was no man left of them except for Caleb
the son of Jephunneh (Num. 26:65). Thus the text speaks of a man but not of awoman. This
was because the men had been unwilling to enter the Land. The women, however, drew near
to ask for an inheritance in the Land. Consequently the present section was written down next
to that dealing with the death of the generation of the wilderness, for it was there that the men
broke down the fences and the women built them up.”

8 Bjalik 98.
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0 What can this text teach about how the Rabbis understood the daughters
long termvision or mission?

0 What can thistext teach us about the connection between collective action
and/or resistance, and our long-term ability to make change and build
public power?

A Closer Look:

Through a Rabbinic lens, | believe that these two texts have alot to teach us about the
connection between collective action and public power. For example, in the Y akhut
Shimoni, , the Sages teach each daughter presented one aspect of their argument to Moses.
Each individual woman made one public statement on behalf of the entire group. Not only
does this increase the public drama of this movement, it also supports the notion that building
shared power means creating opportunities for collective action and shared responsibility.
Rather than having one spokesperson advocate on behalf of everyone, the Sagesimply that it
ismore effective for al of the daughters to appeal to Moses one by one. This conveys not
only a sense of solidarity, but also of shared responsibility and leadership. Aswelearnin the
field of organizing thisis one way to create a sense of shared power. While many
congregants may feel comfortable taking a more ‘ behind the scenes’ leadership role, | believe
this text teaches us that ultimately we must encourage people to take a more public role if we
are going to attain real and lasting power in the political or communal arena.
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The second text from Numbers Rabbah 12:10 focuses on why the Daughters attained
their victory, rather than how they attained it. Asthe midrash suggests, the women who left
Egypt and wandered through the desert were tremendously righteous because they did not
succumb to the same temptations as their male counterparts. From atheol ogical standpoint
one might argue that the Daughters of Zelophehad were rewarded for their long-term
obedience to God. But this text also suggests that the daughters were a part of alarger
movement of women who banded together to act in a righteous manner despite all of the
surrounding temptations of their nomadic lifestyle. In other words, the daughters are
rewarded because all of the women (ha’ nashim lo nishtatfu) participated in aform of
collective action.

In the end, these midrashim suggest that God rewarded the Daughters of Zel ophehad
for several reasons. The biblical text smply explains that God changed the inheritance laws
because the daughters’ spoke “justly.” In other words, God was simply doing the right thing.
However, the Rabbinic interpretations suggest that the daughters actively earned their victory
through hard work and determination. They acted out of a deep-seated commitment to
collective resistance, strategic action and shared responsibility. It is through these three
vehicles that the Daughters of Zelophehad serve as a wonderful example of how to create a
real sense of shared power and political strength.

HASIDIC TEXT

Zohar 11, 175b

“It istaught: Rabbi Simeon said: “And the middle bar in the midst of the boards, which shall
pass through from end to end,” (Ex. 26:28)—thisis Jacob, the perfect, holy one, as we have
explained, sinceit is written, “Jacob was a complete man (ish tam) dwelling in tents,” (Gen.
25:27). Itisnot written “dwelling in atent,” but rather “dwelling in tents,” that istwo [i.e.-
hesed and gevurah], for he grasped both one and the other. For we have learned, what does
ish tam mean? Asit istransated [in Aramaic], it means complete, complete in everything,
complete on both sides, that of the Atika Kadish and that of the Ze'ier Anpin, the complete of
the upper realm of hesed and gevurah, complete one and the other....Jacob completes both
sides. The patriarchs are the sum of all, and Jacob is the sum of the patriarchs.”
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A Closer Look:

In this complex passage, the Zohar teaches us that patriarchs embody different
aspects of the sephirot. On the most basic level the sephirot is akabalistic representation of
God' s different attributes or emanations. Additionally, however, the sephirot can aso be
used to talk about how human beings relate to the world as well. According to Adin
Steinsaltz, each human soul contains a unique combination and permutation of characteristics
from the sephirot. As he states. “No soul belongs only to one Sefirah, even though in every
soul thereis a tendency to manifest more of one Sefirah than of others.”®*

Thus, the text above illustrates how the three patriarchs had three different dominant
attributes from the sephirot. Asthe text implies, Abraham represents hesed while Isaac
represents gevurah. On avery ssimplistic level, hesed represents the notion of boundless love
or mercy, while gevurah represents the notion of strength, power or discipline.

Then the Zohar teaches that Jacob represents the balance, or tiferet, between these
two extremes. In short form, Jacob represents the bal ance between love and power. Thisis
monumentally important because as the namesake of the Israelite people, Jacob becomes the
archetype for how every Isradlite, and by extension every modern Jews, should behave.
Therefore, an ideal person, or an ideal nation, should be able to balance the attribute the
power and love into one mutually constitutive relationship known as tiferet.

As mentioned above, in the world of community organizing it is often difficult for
people to accept that power can be a good thing because it is often associated with greed or
corruption. While Jewish institutions are quite comfortable teaching hesed as a Jewish value,
we rarely encounter Jewish educators speaking about power as a Jewish value. But in order

8 Steinsatlz 53.
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to attain the attribute of tiferet, as encouraged by our namesake Jacob/Israel, we must become
more comfortabl e tal king about power as a Jewish value aswell.

The ultimate goal isto teach that balancing between love and power isatrue Jewish
value. In many ways | would argue that thisis a Jewish version of Martin Luther King's
famous statement that, “ power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power
is sentimental and anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice,
and justice at its best is power correcting everything that stands against love.” %

In the end, until we are able to talk about power from a Jewish lens, | believe we are
doing adisservice to our tradition. So whether we talk about power within the context of
gevurah, ko’ ach, etc, we must talk about power nonetheless. By doing so in amore explicit
and public manner | believeit is possible to cultivate a sense of individual and communal
tiferet.

MODERN TEXTS

Martin Buber

“A great historian [Jacob Burckhardt] has asserted that power isevil. But thisis not
so. Power isintrinsically guiltless; it is the precondition for the actions of man. The
problematic element is the will-to-power, greedy to seize and establish power, and not the
effect of a power whose development wasinternal. A will-to-power, less concerned with
being powerful than being “more powerful than,” becomes destructive. Not power, but
‘power hysteria isevil.

In the life of human beings, both as individuals and in groups, self assertion can be
genuine as well asfalse, legitimate as well asillegitimate. This requires constant demarcation
of one' s own right from the rights of others, and such demarcation cannot be made according
to the rules valid once and for all. Only the secret of hourly acting with a continually
respected sense of responsibility holds the rules for such demarcations. This appliesto the
attitude of the individual to his own life and to the nation he is a member of.” %

% King, Where.
% Buber, A Land 50.
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0 How does Buber’s notion of power compare or contrast to the ideas about
power presented above?

0 What do you think Buber meant when he said demar cation between one’ s self-
interest and another person’s self-interest can only be determined by “ acting
with a continually respected sense of responsibility.” 1f you agree, how could
you cultivate a sense of continual responsibility?

Hannah Arendt

“Power is actualized only where word and deed have not parted company, where words are
not empty and deeds not brutal, where words are not used to veil intentions but to disclose
realities, and deeds are not used to violate and destroy but to establish relations and creation
new realities.”®’

0 Inwhat ways does Arendt add a unique element to our understanding power froma
Jewish lens?

0 Inwhat ways does Arendt’s quote mirror some of the ideas mentioned above?

0 Inwhat ways may Arendt’ s notion of power be able to help us create “ new
realities” ?

Jonathan Sacks

“The difference between politics and economics on one hand, and covenantal relationships
on the other, can be seen by a simple arithmetic thought experiment. If | have total power and
then share it with nine others, | am left with only atenth of what | had to begin with. If | have
athousand pounds and share it with nine others, again | am left with atenth of what | had.
But if | share with nine others, not power or wealth but friendship or kindness or influence or
love, | have not less, but more. These ‘spiritual goods' are unique in that the more we share,
the more we have. The great Jewish institutions—the home, the synagogue, the community
and the school—are all like this. They are environments in which we are bound to one
another not by transactions of power or wealth but by hesed, covenant love. These are places
where we |earn to intimate grammar of reciprocity, the delicate choreography of ethical
intelligence, the knowledge that love given is not given in vain, and that by sharing our
vulnerabilities we discover strength.”

¥ Arendt 200.
8 Sacks, Fractured World 54.
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0 Sacksarguesthat thereisa marked difference between power and wealth on
the one hand and friendship, kindles, influence and love on the other hand. Do
you agree or disagree with this statement? Why?

= Haveyou ever experienced the difference between these two
categoriesin your own life? If so, how?

0 Under what circumstances, if any, would it be okay to be bound by “ power or
wealth” ? Or do you believe, as Sacks suggests, that synagogues should be
bound by hesed and the grammar of reciprocity?

o Do you agree or disagree with the idea that by “ sharing our vulnerabilities
we discover strength” ?

» Canyou describeatimein your life when sharing your vulnerability
led to more power or strength?
= How might this notion be employed in the work of CBCO?
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CHAPTER EIGHT: ACTION

As | have established, community organizing can help deepen a congregation’s
commitment to shared leadership, shared power and shared vision. That ability, in and of
itself, has an immense ability to transform the synagogue from a top-down bureaucracy into a
congregation in which members help to determine the purpose and goals of their own
community. Developing this shared power is one of the most important aspects of
community organizing. However, if the goa of the community isto change apolitical or

social situation, having power is essentially meaningless unlessit is coupled with action.

An action is defined as any type of gathering in which more than one individual
engages a person with power on a specific issue within the community. For an action to be
worthwhile, the power-holders must either have direct responsibility over the issue, or they
must be able to connect the group to other power-holders who have more control over the
issue. Expanding on this term, Chambers defines an action as “public meeting of leaders of a
broad-based organization with political, business, or other officials for the purpose of being

recognized and getting them to act on a specific proposal put forward by the organization.”

Thistermis defined in an intentionally broad manner because it represents many
different kinds of encounters. First of all, there are two different kinds of actions. There are
collaborative actions and there are claims-making actions. A collaborative action is meant to
broaden and deepen relationships among community members within the congregation or
within the broad-based organization as whole. The goal of a collaborative action is twofold.

First, it is meant to deepen and broaden the network of people involved in the organizing

89 Chambers 80.
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effort and to establish more meaningful relationships between these people. Second, as
discussed in detail in the previous chapters, collaborative actions are meant to build more
shared power. This shared power ultimately enables people to devel op deep and meaningful
relationships that will lead to new ideas, new interests, new excitement and a new
commitment to work with one another. Thus, a collaborative action could involve going to an
informational meeting together, asking the group to fill out a pledge card after a sermon or a
meeting, or inviting a new person to partake in a one to one or a house meeting.”® Therefore,
while we technically invite people to a one-on-one meeting or a house meeting, we are
actually engaging in mini-collaborative actions throughout the entire cycle of organizing. As
stated, the goal of these collaborative actionsis to deepen the network of peopleinvolved
with one another so that new energy, ideas and resources can be transformed into shared
power. Ganz suggests that all good organizing must begin with collaborative action before it

can proceed to any type of claims-making action.**

The goal of a claims-making action is to provoke aresponse from an individual, a
group of people, or an institution, which holds power over an issue that the group has decided
to address. According to Ganz, there are two kinds of ways to make aclam. Thefirstis
through persuasion and the second is through disruption. An economic boycott is a great
example of a claims-making endeavor that is employed vis-a-vis disruption. Many
Americans are familiar with the tactic of disruption because it is used most often by awide

array of social movements and organizations.
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On the other hand, another way to make a claim is through persuasion. While many
people are familiar with the term “moral persuasion,” aterm that became famous during the
Abolitionist movement, | would argue that community organizing operates with a slightly
different kind of persuasion. While moral persuasion is certainly employed in faith-based
community organizing, | would argue that organizing employs atype of “relational
persuasion.” Thistype of persuasion involves developing relationships with people in power,
and then displaying the group’s knowledge and know-how in order to persuade the power-

holder to act within the community’sinterest.

Additiondlly, it isimportant to note that actions can be collaborative and claims-
making endeavors at the same time. For example, a synagogue could create a small
delegation of members to meet with apolitician or civic leader in order to ask him or her to
change a public policy that is negatively affecting the community. This type of action is
collaborative because it requires team work, vision, communication, and courage among the
community members involved. In essence, it will help created a small team of leaderswith a

shared vision and a shared experience specific to this small action.

Developing asmall delegation of leaders to meet with a public official can dso bea
claims-making endeavor. For example, the leaders of a group in the beginning stages of a
campaign may want to meet with a power-broker, or a potential aly, within the community
in order to learn about the issue at hand. The goal of this type of meeting, which is known as
a“research action,” isthreefold. First, as the name implies, the goal of aresearch action isto
gather information about the issue at hand. By opening the lines of communication between
the delegates and the power-broker it is possible to learn more about the complexity of the

issue. The ideaisto ask specific questions that will elucidate the issue so that the group can
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begin to craft a strategy for social change. Some good questions for a research action include,
but are not limited to: How does the bill or initiative work? Who will benefit from it? Do you
think that anyone will be hurt by the bill or initiative? What motivated you to create such a

bill? What is your timeline for trying to pass the bill?

Whileit islikely that the group can research the answers to some of these questions
online, the goal of aresearch action goes beyond simply gathering information. The second
goal of aresearch action isto establish a face-to-face connection with the person so the group
can associate with them in arelational way. Rather than seeing power-holders as enemies, it
isimportant to understand their values, interests, and stories aswell. Ideally the relationship
with the power-broker is more than a meansto an end. Rather, it is an opportunity to promote
arelational approach in an environment that is usually very hierarchical. While there are
moments in which this relationship could become more contentious (i.e.- see chapter on
action), the overall god is establish a deep and meaningful relationship with the power-

holder aswell.

The third objective of aresearch action isto credential the organization within the
community at large. When a group of committed |ay |eaders meets with the mayor or alocal
politician, the group demonstrates that their constituency cares about a particular issue and
that they are willing to do whatever it takes to work on it. Even when the research action
does not take place with a publically elected official or someone who makes the final
decision about an issue, these actions are till critical because they establish the group’s
public presence. Also, the power-holder may become an ally and work together with the
group on an issue. Alternatively, if that person becomes part of the opposition, it isimportant

to have an open and honest dialogue with them in a non-confrontational setting. Intheend, a
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successful delegation would leave this mini-action knowing more about the values, idedls,
and vision of the person in charge. Likewise, the power-holders should know more aboutthe

group’ svision, purpose, and purview in the civic arena.

Further along in the organizing cycle, asmall delegation may meet with public
officials or power-brokers in the community in order to request a certain changein policy, or
attitude, towards a particular situation. Thisiswhat is known as an “ask.” An obvious
example of an “ask,” would be requesting that a public official votein favor or against a
certain bill. However, it isimportant to note that an “ask” isnot simply arequest or afavor.
Rather, in asmall delegation such as this the team would have a few people talk about how
the bill will help or hurt their lives, and the lives of their community members. The key isto
frame the issue so that the power-holder can seewhy it isin hisor her interest to vote a
certain way. That being said, there is no magic formulafor thiskind of interaction. Rather, it
takes alot of practice and experience, and even then, it does not always work out to the

benefit of the delegation

In the beginning stages of organizing, when a group may not have enough power to
make an “ask,” it is still possible for the group to request that the power-broker change his or
her position on an issue. One way to do thisis by asking the power-holder to work together
with the broad base to make change together. For example, in Los Angeles a group of leaders
within one broad-based organi zation have started to work principals throughout the district in
order to work together on creating a collective vision for public education in the city. Rather
than asking them to change something, the |eaders asked the principals to work with themin
amorerelational way. Although it is easy for principalsto be protective of their resourcesin

this difficult economy, this process has encouraged them to explore how this type of
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relational collaboration may increase their overall power and effectiveness in the school
district. Thisis one example of how an “ask” may be more about shifting one’ s attitude than
aspecific policy. That being said, as the relationship between the broad-based organization
and the power-broker develops over time, an “ask” may become more specific, and at times,

more confrontational.

On alarger scale, apublic action could aso entail gathering together politicians,
hundreds of members and aliesfor a public assembly or arally. It could also entall
mobilizing peopleto act on acertain balot initiative, electora vote, or budget issue. The
difference between simply mobilizing people and community organizing is threefold. First,
as discussed in the previous chapters, community organizing involves actions that are built
into alarger institutiona context where people have already developed relationships with one
another and they have worked to build sense of shared power and vision.

Second, rather than simply sending people out to canvas an arearegarding a specific
issue, community organizing requires that leaders are adequately trained beforehand, and that
they are provided with an opportunity to reflect on their experience so they can grow as a
leader, and as a actor, within the public arena. The practice of reflection will be addressed in
more detail in the following chapter.

The third goal of communal action is to develop new leaders and increase the strength
of the institution or the broad-base as awhole. In other words, large actions are meant to both
create new leaders and deepen the knowledge and skills of aready established leaders
because large-scd e actions take an immense amount of teamwork, skill, strategy, patience,
and shared power. By developing new |leaders and strengthening older leaders the institution

itself becomes stronger, more knowledgeable, and more dynamic. Thus, in community
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organizing the goal of an action in which large scale mobilization takes place is not only to
produce certain political outcomes, but aso to devel op the capacity of your own own
institution. The congregation’s capacity is enlivened by the devel opment of new or more
skilled leaders, more relationships that built across different segments of the community, and
an increased desire for public action.

Last but not least, it isimportant to note that one of the most effective waysto create
apublic action is by framing it as adrama. Aswe know from literature, movies, and
television, a good drama builds up momentum over time and it contains a narrative arc or
crescendo. Similar to good storytelling, a public drama should have a beginning, middie and
an ending with a clear resolution. Whether it is a small delegation or alarge assembly, most
actions within the world of community organizing begin with individual stories so that the
public becomes engaged with a personal narrative, which is then built upon to create a
communal narrative around the issue. The “public” at alarge action such as this consists of a
large number of people from the broad base, awide array of power-brokers, and the media.

Just as a good drama has protagonists that people really care about, a good action
must illustrate how the issue affects individual people and their lives rather than an
anonymous mass of people. Similarly, on the other side of the equation, it isimportant to
have specific power-holders to hold accountable during a public action. As Chambers states:
“The drama of an action requires that a person—not a nameless, facel ess bureaucracy like
“city hall” or the “administration” be up on the public hot seat, to be held accountable and
urged to make a commitment to change something.”* That being said, organizing is not

meant to personally demonize a power-broker. Rather, a power-broker is put on the hot seat
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for their public stance on an issue; not because the group likes or dislikes something about
that person’s private life or personality.

That being said, community organizers teach us that there is no such thing as
permanent aly or permanent enemy. As Alinksy suggests, organizers must be “well-
integrated schizoids” who know how to polarize people into action and then to depolarize
once the campaign is over, even if it means winning |ess than one expected.® Thus, although
it isimportant to polarize a certain situation, person, or institution for the sake of winning a
particular campaign, the goal is to establish enough of arelationship with the power-holder
so that the issue can be depersonalized or depolarized after the action. Specifically, atense
situation with a public action can be depolarized by applause, a hand-shake, or verbal
recognition of what the power-holder has pledged to do for the community.

Having analyzed different kinds of actions, the question remains. What is the purpose
of apublic action? First and foremost, the goal of any type of action isto create a“re-action.”
In fact, in community organizing we talk about “actions’ versus “meetings’ because all
actions have some kind of reaction. In our daily lives or jobs, most meetings consist of one
person “uploading” or “downloading” information to another person. Or, for instance, a boss
will assign atask or project to another person in the room. Far less often, we participate in
meetings which value individual creativity and the devel opment of a shared vision. However,
even these meetings often end with one person who isin charge of making sure the “shared
vision” is enacted in the way that he or she seesfit. In contrast, organizing is not about
exchanging information or tasks. Rather, an action is built upon the desire to create many

different types of reactions—depending on the different constituencies within the room.
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First, the goal of apublic action isto demonstrate that the CBCO group represents a
wide array of community members that has a shared vision for change. In other words, one of
the goals of apublic action isto create recognition and respect for the dynamic and powerful
nature of the broad-base. This kind of recognition is demonstrated by the power-holder when
he or she says something, publically or privately, which acknowledges the group’ s ability to
turn out hundreds of constituents to a public assembly and to articulate a clear goa or vision
for the future.

The second goal of apublic actionisto “relationally persuade” the target to change
his or her public stance on an issue. By asking the power-holder a pivotal question in front of
aroom full of constituents, it is difficult to avoid the issue at hand. In the long-run, therefore,
it is possible to hold that person accountable for what they have committed to, or not
committed to, because they have staked their claimin front of aroom full of hundreds of
people. | would argue that thisis a good example of “relationa persusion.” For example,
rather than persuading a power-holder to do something by picketing their office, organizing
IS unigue because you leverage your relationship with that person in order to hold them
accountable to the community at large. Thisisthe benefit of creating an identifiable
community group with key leaders rather than an amorphous movement making certain
demands on an abstract entity.

The third reaction that should come out of a public action is that the target will
develop a deeper understanding of what the community needs and wants. While this reaction
may not take place within the assembly itself, it is possible to gauge the power-broker’s
understanding of the group in afollow-up conversation or from a sound-bite found in the

news or media following the event. Last but not least, if apublic officia isvisibly flustered,
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angry, or emotional, this can be seen as a partial victory. As examined above, strong
emotional reactions often lead people to change their behavior in some way.

Just as a public action should affect the power-broker, an effective assembly should
also affect the members and allies of the broad-base as well. First, the members and allies of
the broad-base should leave the action with new-found skills. Perhaps they will be better at
telling their story in front of alarge audience or enacting a public drama. Other skillsinclude
being able to facilitate alarge meeting, or how to participate in public drama as audience
member member who knows how to use applause, silence, or probing questions to advance
the agenda. Another important element that should come out of a public action isthe group’s
ability to reaffirm, or adjust, their political strategy. After presenting their cause and hearing
the power-holder’ s reaction, the group should be able to assess whether or not they reached
their goal. Public actions are one of the most important tools for understanding whether or
not a strategy isworking. Thus, a public action is not only meant to produce areaction from
the power-holder, but also from the community itself.

Furthermore, as discussed in previous chapters, the stories used at the action should
produce a new-found sense of hope and energy. Not only should the stories told at the action
create a sense of pride or renewed purpose, but the action should be the basis of a new story.
Once the action is over, the community can use their political work to add on to their story.
For example, after speaking with one another, many parentsin one Los Angeles synagogue
realized that they were deeply concerned about the state of public education in their city.
After a couple years of meeting with one another, creating relationships, and developing a
political strategy, they recruited approximately 700 people for a public action at the

synagogue. The action served as the basis for a new political relationship with the
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superintendent of the district aswell as several key school board members. The group won
severa important funding issues at the local level. But more importantly, these leaders were
able to recognize their own capacity to create an incredibly successful public action. This
action has become alarge part of the congregation’s public narrative. The story that the
congregation now relaysisthat it isacommunity that cares deeply about educational equality
and that it iswilling to go on public record to stand up for what is right. Furthermore, this
action has greatly increased the confidence of its leaders. Now, whenever the face a
seemingly insurmountabl e obstacle, the reflect back their public action and they realize that
they are able to accomplish anything that they set their mindsto. In short, at the end of the
action, when the leaders reflect on what they have accomplished, they often leave with a
fortified sense of confidence. This combined sense of possibility and confidence often leads
the community into more action.

In addition to creating new leaders, new excitement and energy, and testing out the
team’ s political strategy, how do community organizers measure success? There are at |east
two ways to measure whether or not an action was successful. First, were there any political
victories? Second, were there any relational gains? As mentioned above, one of the goals of a
public actionisto “relationally persuade” the target to change his or her public stance on an
issue. This could mean an agreement by power-holdersto pass a bill that would fund more
affordable housing, or it could mean agreeing to create a city-wide living wage ordinance.
According to Chambers, it isimportant to keep in mind that in organizing, it is avictory
when apolitical target does at |east seventy-five percent of what the community is asking for.
Unfortunately, however, people often believe that a victory means winning one-hundred

precent of what you want. As Chambers suggests, “compromise is dismissed as betrayal of
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the purity of one’svision and values.” * Thisall or nothing attitude can serve to undermine a
campaign because the group usually ends up winning nothing if they are unwilling to adjust
their vision. Thus, organizers believe that it is better to achieve small, incrementa victories
rather than to deflate the esteem and momentum of a campaign by asking for everything al at
once. In other words, in order to achieve long-term success, people engaged in community
organizing must be willing to exchange pure, political ideals for the political reality on the
ground. For some, this may feel like “selling out.” But as Alinsky said, organizers must
behave as “well-integrated schizoids” in order to understand that osing a short-term
objective may be part of a successful, long-term campaign.

Another way to measure the success the a public action is through relational gains.
As noted above, one type of relational gain occurs when the community receives a
commitment from the power-holder to work together in partnership on a specific issue. This
moves us a step closer to creating a model of shared power, rather than a hierarchical
relationship with the power-brokers. The second way to measure the relational gains of an
action isto evaluate how the experience affected its participants. In other words, the main
goal of apublic action is not necessarily to gather new information, but to create new
experiences. In the modern world we are inundated with news and information on a constant
basis. However, without a framework to interpret this information, we often feel
overwhelmed, or even paralyzed, by this overstimulation.

Thus, organizers recognize that in addition to providing new information, one of the
most important parts of a public action isto create a new experience for people. As Ganz
argues, new experiences often trigger a new emotional response. An emotional connection to

an issue, rather than pure, rational facts or statistics, often inspires us to care about a
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particular issue in the end. As Ganz suggests, mobilizing our feelings helps turn passivity
into participation.® In fact, the word “emotion” comes from the Latin root for “motor,”
which means to move or to take action. Thus, community organizing teaches us that public
actions have the ability to provide people with new experiences and new emotions. Through
the emotional arc of apublic action, participants are inspired to develop a new vision for how
they can work together on a problem that truly care about. Thus, a public action is meant to
counter feelings of uncertainty, disbelief, and apathy, transforming them into feelings of
confidence, hope, and excitement. This transformation can prompted simply by participating
in an action in which every day, ordinary citizens are given aforum to stand up for what they
believe in by confronting power-holders within their community. This confidenceis also
instilled when a group sets a goal and achievesit. Furthermore, asmall, political victory is
also avehicle for the kind of emotional transformation that |eads people to develop the hope
and courage they need to pursue further action.

Asillustrated above, public actions serve many purposes. To summarize, however, |
would like to suggest that they serve three magjor goals. The first goal isto turn what you
have into what you want. In other words, the community may have some powerful stories,
interests, energy, and leaders. But ultimately, they want to build affordable housing in their
neighborhood. Thus, a claims-making action is meant to turn the group’ s shared power and
vision into political power. As detailed above, a public action is one way of turning alarge
delegation of constituents into public presence that has political clout. The second major goal
of apublic action isto find new leaders and to develop the skills and confidence of already-
established leaders. The third goal of any public action isto create a strong reaction from the

target as well as from the participants.
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A strong reaction from the target will alow the group to assess whether or not their
political strategy isworking. Furthermore, depending on the reaction of the participants, the
leaders will be able to assess what kind of relationship building and skills the group needs to
develop. As mentioned in the introduction, a public action can either be alarge or small scale
endeavor. It can also be aimed at building the organization itself—a collaborative action—or
it can be aimed at creating a politica reaction—a claims-making action. Either way, public
actions are meant to be held sporadically throughout the life-cycle of the campaign in order
to supply periodic inspiration, as well as to gauge the success of the group’s long-term
strategy. In thisway, a public action serves as the pinnacle of the organizing cycle. Public
actions require stories, relationships, self-interest and shared power in order to be successful.
In return, a successful public action serves to inspire new stories, new relationships, new
energy, and new power. Therefore, a public action operates much like a pendulum because it
requires momentum, leadership and vision to enact; but it also produces more leadership,
vision and momentum in return. Thus, while al of the elements of community organizing are

essential, | would argue public action is the fulcrum of the entire model.
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ACTION FROM A JEWISH LENS

As discussed in the previous section, an action is defined as a gathering in which
more than one individual engages a person with power regarding a specific issue within the
community. Actions can be large or small, collaborative or based on persuasion. For the most
part people understand that action is a necessary part of social change.

Many congregants are comfortable with, or at least familiar with, the notion of a
collaborative action because it means working with people to create stronger relationships,
leaders, and avision. In this scenario thereis very little cause for conflict. However, far
fewer congregants are familiar with the staged structure of alarge, claims-making endeavor.
As noted above, successful actions are created like a good story. They have a beginning,
middle, and an end, as well as a point of tension or conflict at the peak of the drama. This
conflict can be created by a powerful story or by asking a public official to respond to a
difficult question. Thus, congregants who are new to the CBCO model can become quite
uncomfortable with the notion of such avisible and contentious affair.

The god of this section is to examine Jewish texts and concepts that may help usto
grapple with some of the more difficult aspects of a public action. Experience tells me that
many congregants are most troubled or concerned by this process for at least two primary
reasons. Firgt, it takes alot of work to create an ideal outcome. Recruiting three hundred or
five hundred people to attend an action isavery involved and often taxing process. Second,
many people are not comfortable creating a public display of tension or adeliberate form of
conflict. While | fully acknowledge that there are plenty of other challengesinvolved in

creating a public action, | hope that the texts below can begin to help to begin to navigate
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these difficulties in auniquely Jewish way. Before delving into these particul ar obstaclesit is
important to discuss Judaism’s general outlook on the abstract notion of an “action.”

In Judai sm, actions speak louder than words. Since the parting of the ways between
early Jews and Christians, Jewish thinkers argued that that doing a good deed was more
important than believing in a particular dogma or having a particular kind of faith. In fact
doing a“good deed” is more than a nice thing to do; it is amitzvah or acommandment.
Admittedly, not all good deeds are commandments. Rather, some actions fall under the
purvey of minhag or custom. That being said, | would argue that the Rabbis placed avery
high premium on the idea of “action” as an overall virtue. Asit saysin Pirkei Avot 3:22:

“He whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, what is he like? To atree whose branches are

many but whose roots are few; and when the wind blows it comes and plucks it up

and overturnsit upon its face....But he whose deeds exceed his wisdom-- what can he
be compared to? To atree whose branches are few, but whose roots are many, so that
even if al the winds in the world come and blow upon it, it cannot be stirred from its
place. Asit is says [based on Psalm 1:3]: *And he shall be as atree planted by the
waters, and that spreads its roots by the river, and it shall not perceive when heat
comes, but hisleaf shall be green, and it shall not be troubled in the year of drought,
nor shall it cease to bear fruit.”%
So while the Rabbis believed that the acquisition of knowledge was of the utmost import,
they also believed that deeds and actions were even more valuable in the long run. Or
perhaps, as the Rabbis taught in the Babylonian Talmud (Shabbat 127a) the study of Torah
should inspire us to perform good deeds. And yet this paragraph from Pirkei Avot teaches us
that action is not only virtuous, but that it can make us stronger and more secure as well.

Similarly, thiskind of action teaches us how to build courage, strength and fortitude

by testing our leadership capacity. Some examples include pushing ourselves beyond our

comfort zone by telling a story in public, confronting a power-broker, or even by calling a

stranger in order to invite them to the action. While thislast point may seem like a minute
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detail, Ganz suggests that, “There is abig difference between putting the word out about a
meeting and getting commitments from people to attend. Thisis challenging because we fear
being rejected and we often fear placing others under obligation, because it obligates us as
well.”¥ In this way, creating a public action is arisky endeavor. Even asking someone to
attend an public assembly is achallenging “action” in and of itself.

Y et each action prepares us for the next action by helping us to grow new “roots’ by
honing our leadership skills and by uncovering our strengths and weaknesses. Just as a deep
and complex root system can help atree weather an impending storm, so too can an action
help devel op someone’ s strength and fortitude in order to help them weather the “storm” of
an even more high-stakes action in the future.

No matter how difficult or risky it isto pursue a public action, | would argue that
Judaism teaches us that we are obligated to act on behalf of the public good. For example, as
it says in Midrash Tanhuma, Mishpatim 2:

“If aperson of learning participates in public affairs and serves as judge or arbiter, he

brings standing [or stability] to the land. But if he sits by himself at says: ‘What do

the pains [M7v] of the community have to do with me? Why should I listen to their

voices? Let my soul be at peace!’ This brings destruction to the world.”
In other words, at timesit is tempting, more convenient, or even in one' s self-interest to
ignore a public issue or debate because it does not affect you or your family directly.
However, thistext teaches us that a “person of learning,” or aleader in the community,
should become involved in the issue or else they will cause more harm than good. Thus,
despite the risks that one may incur, we are taught that it is better to become involved in an
issue in order to bring “stability” or standing to the world. It isinteresting to note that while

many Rabbinic texts use the word 2% (tza’ar), which meansto “narrow” in order to convey a

problem or an issue, this text uses the Hebrew root 11.71.1 (tarach), which literally means
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“pain” or “struggle” to convey asimilar notion. Therefore, | would argue that the use of this
somewhat stronger, and less common word, implies that by engaging in a public action one
also engages oneself in the pain and struggle of the community aswell. Yet, if one avoids
this pain or struggle, one is seen as actively bringing destabilization or more violence into the
world. For this reason | would argue that Judaism teaches us to engage in public action even
when it means taking a persona or professional risk.

As mentioned above, one of the biggest risks that a congregation faces when creating
apublic action is the moment in which a power-holder or apolitician is put on the “stand.”
Often such persons are asked to respond to some kind of request or demand in avery public
way. Some congregants are uneasy with this model because they feel asif it isform of
coercion or even public humiliation. | would argue, however, that it is neither. It isnot so
much aform of coercion asit isaform of persuasion. And as Frederic Douglass once said, |
believe that “power concedes nothing without a demand.”®® And an action is aform of public
demand and accountability rather than coercion.

Still, however, many congregants may feel uneasy about a public display of realpolitk
in the sanctuary, or anywhere in the synagogue. Even if they do not view it as coercion, it
may seem like aform of public humiliation or surprise. First, | must say that most organizers
will not put a power-holder on the “stand” without having devel oped a relationship with him
or her over time. Second, most of the time the public official who is being asked a charged
guestion usually knows what the community’ s demand is long before they enter the public

assembly. So unlike other more confrontational models, CBCO prides itself on creating
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public actions where the demand or the “ask” is both reasonable and thought out with the
power-broker ahead of time.

That being said, what if none of the stipulations above applied? What is Judaism’s
stance on using the public arenato persuade a public official to act in a certain way? Whileit
isimpossible to examine al of the nuances and intricaciesinvolved in the Rabbinic
investigation of public humiliation, our investigation must begin with the foundational
concept of tokhehah. The Torah teaches that if someone commits a transgression against
God or another human being we are responsible for rebuking them rather than holding a
grudge against them. Asit saysin Leviticus 19:17: “Y ou shall not hate your kinsman in your
heart. Reprove your kinsman but bear no guilt because of him.” This law applies most aptly
to interpersonal affairs or to sins committed by one person against God such as breaking
Shabbat, or refusing to tithe, etc. Based on a confluence of other rabbinic texts, however, one
could argue that this law could apply more broadly to rebuking a power-holder who has
committed a “transgression” against the community.

In at least one halakhic instance we learn that it was normal for Israglite citizens to
publically scrutinize their leaders. Asit says in the Tosefta, Shekalim 2:3, the priests who
collected money on behalf of the entire community were publicaly frisked as they came and
left for work.*® Just the Sages created a sense of public accountability by frisking the priests,
the purpose of an action isaso to create asimilar sense of public accountability for elected
officials and power-brokers within the community.

That being said, many Jewish texts teach that it isa sin to rebuke someone in away

that will cause humiliation. Asit saysin Baba Metziah 59a, “One who whitens afriend’s
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face [by shaming them] has no place in the world to come.” To reinforce this notion the
Rambam teaches in the Mishneh Torah, Hilchot De' ot 6:7:
“If you rebuke afriend, whether about an issue that concerns the two of you or an
issue that is between him and God, you must rebuke him in private and speak to him
gently with soft language, and inform him that you are only telling him for his benefit
and to bring him to “the next world”. If he accepts the rebuke, that is good, and if he
doesn’t, you must rebuke him a second time and a third time. And thus aperson is
always obligated to rebuke him, until the transgressor strikes him and says he is not
listening.”
One Jewish educator and scholar suggests that the last line of this paragraph teaches us that
we are alowed to publicaly criticize acommunal leader if thereis no other way of stopping
their offensive behavior.™® On one hand, | would argue that thisis a somewhat liberal
interpretation of this verse. On the other hand, the Chofetz Chaim, afamous late 19™
Century Musar teacher, argues avery similar case. One interpretation of the Chofetz Chaim
suggests that oneis allowed to publically criticize acommunal leader under the following
circumstances: 1) one must make sure al of the information leading up to one’s accusation is
correct; 2) one must first confront the person in private in order to convince him or her to the
right thing; 3) The person’s offense cannot be exaggerated for the sake of swaying public
opinion; 4) One's rebuke must be motivated by wanting to help the person rather than hurt
the person.’® In the end, | think thereis a good case for arguing that public scrutiny and
criticismis okay under certain circumstances, but that one should not humiliate someonein
public. Admittedly, defining the line between persuasion and humiliation would take alot
more time and research than can be managed within the scope of this project. That being

said, | hope that the following texts will broaden our conversation regarding the role of

scrutiny and persuasion in the public arena.

100 | pig,
101 Grishaver 62.
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BIBLICAL TEXT

Ruth 4:10-2
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1 Boaz went up to the gate and sat down
there. And now the redeemer whom Boaz
had mentioned passed by and he called:
“Come over and sit down here, so-and-so.”
And he came over and sat down.

2 Then Boaz took ten el ders of the town and
said, “Be seated here,” and they sat down.

3 He said to the redeemer, ‘Naomi now
returned from the country of Moab, must
sell the piece of land which belonged to
your kinsman Elimelech.’

4 | thought | should disclose the matter to
you and say: ‘ If you are willing to redeemit,
redeem! But if you will not redeem, tell me,
that | may know. For thereisno oneto
redeem but you, and | come after you. And
he said, ‘| amwilling to redeem it.’

5 Boaz continued, "When you acquire the
property from Naomi and from Ruth the
Moabite, you must also acquire the wife of
the deceased, so as to perpetuate the name of
the deceased upon his estate.’

6 The redeemer said: 'Then | cannot redeem
it for myself, lest | impair my own estate.

Y ou take over my right of redemption, for |
am unable to exerciseit.’

0 What does Boaz do to convince the anonymous relative to forgo a claim

on Elimelech’sland?

o Whnat, if anything, can this section of the Book of Ruth teach us about the

notion of a public action?
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A Closer Look:

In order to understand these verses one must first understand the Book of Ruth asa
whole. In summary, our narrative begins with an Israelite man named Elimelech who must
leave the region of Judah because of ahorrible faminein the land of Israel. He and hiswife
and two sons travel to Moab. Soon after, however, Elimelech passes away and hiswife
Naomi decides to marry off their two sons to Moabite woman—one named Orpah and the
other named Ruth. Soon after, however, both of Naomi’s sons also die and so the three
women are left widowed. In Ancient Near Eastern society this meant that they were also |eft
without any economic means. Therefore, Naomi decides to return to her native land in hope
of consolation and protection from her extended family. While Orpah remains in Moab, Ruth
says. “Do not urge me to leave you, to turn back and not follow you. For wherever you go, |
will go; wherever you lodge, | will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my
God,” (Ruth 1:16). After Ruth utters one of the most dramatic linesin the entire book,
Naomi acquiesces and allows Ruth to return with her to the Land of Isradl.

Through a much more nuanced and complex process than can be described here, Ruth
convinces awell-to-do land owner, who is one of Elimelech’s distant relatives (Boaz), to try
to “redeem” her (see below). In the story, however, Elimelech has one closer relative who is
known as a“nearer redeemer” because he has a more immediate responsibility to serve as a
redeemer for Ruth, Naomi and Elimelech’s land.

Before delving into thisissue | would argue that Ruth 4:1-3 convey some very subtle,
yet important messages about the notion of public action and the art of persuasion in ancient
times. For example, in the first verse the Torah says that, “Boaz went up.” From the outset
this verse appears quite mundane. However, the five preceding verses al start with verbs
while this verse starts with a subject (i.e.- Boaz). Bush notes that thisis an intentional break
in the action in order to aert the reader that there is both a sense of urgency, aswell as
agency.'® In other words, Boaz realizes that he must take mattersinto his own handsiif he
wants to create a favorable outcome. Until this point Ruth and Naomi had been the active
playersin the narrative. Y et by switching the order of the subject and the verb in this verse,
the narrator subtly imparts a message to the reader about Boaz' s newfound courage and
initiative.

At the end of this verse his courage even transforms into chutzpah as he cals the
redeemer plony alomoni,” or in English—"Mr. So and So.” As Bush suggests, in such a
small town it isinevitable that Boaz knew this man’s name. Therefore, by using this slightly
pejorative or diminutive name, it is possible that Boaz wanted to agitate or incite the
redeemer in aminor way.'®

102 Bysh 196.
103 Bysh 197.
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In the second verse Boaz does not simply wait for ten elders to appear at the city gate.
Rather, the Hebrew indicates that he “took” the people he needed, which is from the Hebrew
root np? (lakah). Bush suggests that this means that Boaz went out to actively recruit the
people for his assembly.’® Similarly, when congregants are engaged in apublic action it is
very tempting to invite people viaemail rather than making a phone call or inviting themin
person. However, | believe this text teaches us that when the action is really important we
must also go out of our way to actively “take” or recruit people to attend.

Last but not least, Bush argues that Boaz actually goes out of hisway to create a
public forum for this situation. The entire scene could have taken place in the presence of a
few elders who constitute atraditional beit din or court of law. However, Bush suggests that
Boaz made this otherwise internal family affair a highly public matter in order to “compel”
the closer relative into doing what Boaz wanted him to do.'® Therefore, Boaz strategically
places himself in acentral location (at the gates of the city) so that there will be alot of
people who can see what is happening. By placing added pressure on the redeemer, Boaz is
able to persuade him to acquiesce his claim to Elimelech’s land and to Ruth the Moabite.
According to this interpretation it appears as if we have witnessed the first, strategically
planned public action in the Torah.

Another even more subtle act of persuasion occursin verses 4:3-6. However, in order
to understand this scene, one must first comprehend the notion of abeing “redeemer” in
ancient Israglite society. One aspect of being a“redeemer” in the Ancient Near East meant
marrying the wife of a deceased relative. Bush argues that while the situation in Ruth is not
technically a Levirate marriage, it has many of the same qudlities. 1® For instance, both
redemption and a Levirate marriage are based on a desire to protect the widow, carry on the
name of the deceased, and to keep the land within the origina tribe, family or clan.

Therefore, Bush argues that being aredeemer isa* customary obligation, which,
though voluntary, was an acknowledged family obligation recognized by the community.
So when he nearer redeemer is ready to accept the offer to inherit Elimelech’sland in verse
four, Boaz reminds him of his*customary obligation” to take Ruth to be hiswife aswell.

» 107

All of the sudden, when nearer redeemer realizes that this transaction will not reap an
unencumbered economic benefit he relinquishes his desire to redeem Elimelech’sland. In
thisway, Boaz ultimately convinces the nameless redeemer to renounce his claim on the land
by pressuring him to go beyond the letter of the law (1777 nmwn 02195, lifnim m’ shurat ha' din)
in order to do the right thing for Naomi and Ruth.

Therefore, in many ways, | believe that the scene depicted above is awonderful
parallel for a modern-day action. Not only does this text create a sense of urgency and the
need to recruit people for this kind of assembly, but it aso depicts how one of our ancestors

104 | pid,

195 Bush 245,

1% For more information on what constitutes a L evirate marriage see Bush 221.
197 Bush 226.
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used the art of persuasion to do the right thing on behalf of Naomi and Ruth. Similarly, while
apublic official or an employer may not be required to do the right thing according to the
law, the Torah teaches us that a public assembly can be used to place pressure on a power-
holder so they feel compelled to make a make or more ethical choice.

RABBINIC TEXT

Baba Batra 119b

“It is taught: The daughters of Zelophehad were exceedingly wise, knew well how to expound
Scripture, and were perfectly virtuous. They were exceedingly wise, since they chose to speak at the
right time, for just then, so stated R. Samuel bar R. Isaac, Moses our teacher was engaged in
interpreting the section on levirate marriage. So they said, “If in levirate marriage our status is like
that of sons, give us—as a son—a possession. If not, let our mother be subjected to levirate
marriage. At once, “Moses brought their cause before the Lord” (Num. 27:5). The daughters also
knew how to expound Torah, for they said, “If our father had a son, we would not have spoken; or
even if that son had a daughter, we would not have spoken.” '®
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108 Note, one must understand that a Levirate marriage is not enforced if the deceased Israelite has had either a
son or adaughter. Zelophehad' s daughters understood this nuanced aspect of the law and they were able to
highlight this point in order to emphasi ze the inconsistency by which male and female heirs were treated in
biblical law. See BT Baba Batra 110a or 115b for more information.
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o0 What can the actions of Zelophehad’ s daughters teach us about our own
actions or decision making process in a high-stakes, or controversial, setting?

o Inwhat ways does the story of Zelophehad’ s daughters resemble or not
resemble a public action?'*

HASIDIC TEXT

Orhot Tzaddikim: The Third Gate-Shame

“Thetrait of shameisagreat fence and an iron barrier against all wrong-doings, since a person does
many thingsin private that the same person would be ashamed to do in public. Asthe Rabbis taught
in Brachot 28b: “When Rabbi Y ohanan ben Zakkai was on his deathbed, his students said to him:
“Our teacher, please blessus.” He answered: ‘May it be God' swill that you have the fear of Heaven
just like you have the fear of flesh and blood.” They asked: ‘Why only equal fear of God versus man?
Why not more fear in God? He answered: ‘It would be niceif you had even that much.’” This can be
proved by the fact that when a person does wrong that person says. ‘Only if no one had seen me.’
Thisis because people are afraid of shame, (Pesachim 50b).’ "

“The pain of ‘whiteness' [humiliation] is more bitter than death, for which reason they said that one
should rather fling himself into afiery furnace than humiliate someone in public. They derive this
from the example of Tamar, who allowed herself to be led out to be burned to death rather than
humiliate Y ehudah.” ™

0 How arethesetwo texts similar or different?

o Doyouthink thereisarolefor shame or humiliation in the public domain? Why or
why not?

0 After examining the texts and concepts above, how would you define the difference
between public persuasion, scrutiny, and humiliation? Which, of any, are acceptable
in the public arena?

199 | believe thistext isa great entry point into a conversation about strategic action and timing.
10 73l oshinsky 83.
111 73l oshinsky 93.
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MODERN TEXT

Abraham Joshua Heschel

“Purity of motivation is the goal, constancy of action is the way.” **?

0 What does this quote teach us about Heschel’s understanding of the role of action in
Jewish tradition and thought??

0 Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Why or why not?

0 Ifyou had to re-write this sentence (either the first or second half of the sentence) to
align with your vision of Jewish tradition and thought, what would it say?

12 Heschel, Insecurity 114.
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CHAPTER NINE: INTERPRETATION

Good organizing can be grouped into three meta-level processes. Relationship
building, action, and interpretation.* As discussed in previous chapters, relationship
building is about exchanging stories and uncovering one’s self-interest in order to build
deeper and more meaningful associations. In turn, these new rel ationships can be translated
into new interests, new resources, and new visions or goals for the community. The energy
and skills created by these rel ationships can then be transformed into public action. As
illustrated in the previous chapter, public action alows the community to devel op new
leaders, test its strategy, and eventually, win political campaigns.

Ultimately, however, in order for community organizing to be successful, its
participants must engage in a process of on-going public and private interpretation. In the
world of community organizing, interpretation encompasses three related concepts:
reflection, evaluation, and celebration. Literaly, the word “reflection” comes from the Latin
word, which means to “bend backwards.” Similarly, in community organizing, the word
reflection often refers to self-reflection. On an individua level many people are accustomed
to engaging in self-reflection through journaling, yoga, meditation, or by talking about an
experience with friends. Additionally, through prayer and other rituals, most religious
traditions also emphasi ze the discipline of sdlf-reflection. Moreover, many businesses create
opportunities for teams, or individuals, to review their own performance. Thus, the tools of
reflection are not necessarily unique to community organizing.

The differenceis that the practice of community organizing encourages on-going and

consistent forms of reflection that are aimed at both the individual and the group as awhole.

118 Ganz 73.

150



On an individual level community organizing encourages people to become reflective
practitioners. This means that when aleader participatesin an action or when he or she hasa
speaking role at a small meeting or a public assembly, the leaders are encouraged to analyze
their own successes and failures. Practically speaking, thisideally takes place after almost
every interaction. For example, leaders who are committed to a community organizing
practice should be encouraged to reflect on how they conducted themselves after a one-on-
one meeting, telling a story, leading a house meeting, or speaking at a public action. This
kind of self-reflection can take one of many forms. One type of self-reflection, as mentioned
above, can occur through journaling. But most often, organizers encourage people to reflect
with another person. This could be a peer |eader, a clergy person, or atrained organizer.
While journaling is an important element of community organizing, being a true reflective
practitioner means inviting others to comment on your work as well. It requires being open to
constructive criticism from other people who can react to how your words and actions were
heard and felt by othersin the room. Engaging in this kind of reflective work with a peer
leader or aprofessional organizer often leads to a much deeper sense of self-awareness
because the other person can help the leader see things they may not be able to see by simply
“bending backwards” and reflecting on her or her own actions. Organizing relies on the
notion that we often need someone outside of ourselves to truly improve our speech and our
execution of ideas and actions.

The second aspect of “interpretation” as atool in community organizing includes the
notion of evaluation. Evaluation is aform of reflection that is primarily performed in a group

setting. Even though the concept of self-reflection is not necessarily unique to community
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organizing, the practice of on-going, public evaluation is distinct from other kinds of
performance eval uations that may happen in ajob setting.

Evaluations within the field of community organizing field are unique in many ways.
First, forma or informal group-evaluations are conducted after almost every meeting. In
contrast to periodic evaluations to which many people are accustomed, organizing promotes
evaluation as an ever-present tool that hel ps the group to reflect, learn, grow, and adapt to
any situation they are facing. This dynamic encourages leaders to pursue a higher level of
critical thinking, leading them to more strategic and creative plans.

The second way in which thiskind of evaluation isuniqueisthat it isdonein apublic
fashion. While performance reportsin the private sector are usually conducted behind closed
doors, evaluations in community organizing are conducted in a public forum. Unlike the
private sector, this kind of evaluation is not a one-way street. In other words, everyonein the
room, including clergy members, organizers, and lay leaders, must be open to self-critique
and assessment of their actions. This leads us to the third way in which community
organizing eval uations are unique.

In contrast to many job evaluations, public evaluation is not meant to motivate people
to action through fear. Although a negative job evaluation might motivate someone to work
harder in order to keep their job, the sameis not true for community organizing. Rather,
public evaluation is meant to help people highlight their strengths so they can grow and
expand their skills and increase their confidence to act in apublic, political, or communal
sphere. Thisis accomplished by providing both praise and criticism in a compassionate and

digestible way.
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That being said, although public evaluations are not meant to scorn, humiliate or
embarrass people, theredlity is that sometimes people have a hard time with this practice
because it assumes alevel of professionalism and honesty which many lay |eaders are not
used to expressing with other congregants. Furthermore, no matter how carefully someone
tries to craft feedback in a constructive, rather than a negative way, it isinevitable that some
people will become offended. In many cases this is because the other person failed to give
feedback in an empathetic way. In other cases, thisis because the person receiving the
feedback is still too close to the issue at hand and cannot hear the feedback in an objective
way until alater time.

While reflection refers to individuals and evaluation refers to team-based assessment,
the truth is that they both entail asimilar line of questioning. For example, some of these
guestions may include: 1) How did it feel to partake in this action, meeting, etc? 2) What
were our goals, and did we accomplish what we set out to do? 3) Do you think the story-
telling was effective? Why or why not? 4) What relationships did we build or not build? 5)
Was our overall strategy effective? 6) What, if anything, did we learn about the power-
holders in this community? 7) What kind of reaction did our action produce? 8) Did we learn
anything in particular that could help us to make our work more effective, sustainable,
welcoming, or powerful ?

It isimportant to note that the first question raised during an evauation is often:
“How did that feel?” Thisis done for two main reasons. First, as discussed in the previous
chapter, emotions form the basis of many of our actions. Therefore, in order to understand
how we may react, we must first give voice to and understand what we are feeling. Second,

because this work can be quite challenging, it isimportant to honor al of the emotions and
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feelingsin the room. For example, after an action one person might feel ecstatic, while
another person may feel defeated or disappointed. Although conflicting responses do not
have to be reconciled, they should at |east be given equal voice. Only then, once the
emotional reactions have been articulated, can people move from a subjective to amore
objective analysis of their work.

As evidenced by the list above, the questions presented during an evaluation are
meant to help people identify what they did well and what they could do better next time.
Evaluations are intended to help people interpret their actions and their strategiesin order to
gauge the community’ s reaction.

If the community was bored, the |leaders must increase the energy and excitement in
the room next time. Furthermore, if the power-holder did not react in an ideal way, then the
issue must be polarized more sharply. AsAlinsky suggests, polarizing a situation is one of
the best ways to create movement on an issue.™* For instance, he arguesthat if the
Declaration of Independence had listed some of Britain’s good traits along with their bad
traits, the American Revolution would have never occurred. Instead, movements must use
polarizing language to activate their supporters. Whilethisislikely to be alarge
exaggeration, his point is still relevant. Organizers must be prepared to polarize a situation
rhetorically and then come together to negotiate with the other side when needed. Only by
evaluating an action can the group determine whether or not they polarized an issue too
sharply, or not sharply enough. Therefore, it is only through this kind of evaluation that the
group will learn, grow, adapt and change in order to become more adept at being public

people with civic and relational power.

14 Alinsky 28.
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In addition to assessing the group’ s power or strategy, the goal of an evaluation is
determine whether or not an action strengthened the synagogue or the broad-based
organization as well. For example, an action can strengthen a congregation by deepening the
participants' understanding of the CBCO model. Oftentimes, the most effective way for
someone to learn about organizing is by attending an action. This is because although
organizing is based on theory, it isavery large abstraction until it is actually experienced in
person. An evaluation should also gauge whether or not new relationships, commitments, and
resources were developed. Last but not least, an evaluation should aso determine whether or
not the action facilitated the growth of individual leaders, as well as the leadership team asa
whole. In other words, did the leaders |earn new skills or did they get to test out or reinforce
older skill sets? Another pivotal question iswhether or not the meeting or action energized
people or whether it burnt them out because they did not have enough resources, social
capital, or the intellectual or emotiona capacity to complete their objective.

Sdf-reflection and evaluation are critical tools for community organizers because
they help people identify and appraise their goals, whether they are relational, professional,
or political outcomes. Thisiscrucial because many non-profits use their leaders to serve the
organization’s needs without regard to the individuals' desire for self-betterment and
understanding. In contrast, community organizing, on the other hand, recognizes that the
organization must serve the needs of the leaders as much as the leaders serve the needs of the
community.

Public and on-going evaluations help people analyze which relational and growth
needs are being met, as well as how they are still lacking. For instance, aleader may initialy

join the organizing effort because he or she wants to know more people in the synagogue
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who believe in communal and social change. After awhile, however, leaders may want to be
challenged in intellectual and spiritual ways as well. Therefore, while attending meetings or
recruiting other people may help someone reach their relational goals, it isimportant to listen
to people during evaluations for other skills that they would like to test—such as public
speaking or leading a research action. Because most |eaders are unable to qualify their
desires as purely relational or growth needs, it isimportant for the organizer and the clergy to
listen for these different needs during an evaluation. In the end, by promoting the intellectual,
emotional and political growth of individual leaders, community organizing is a unique
model for social change because it emphasizes communal and civic change as much as
individual and inter-personal change.

According to Gecan, this kind of attention to evaluation and reflection enables
community organizing to remain fluid, dynamic and responsive to both individual and
societal aspirations.™™ This standsin contrast to many other non-profit organizations that
tend to weaken their volunteer capacity by assigning routine tasks. For example, many
organizations create a volunteer base that is really good at creating flyers, making phone
calls, canvassing, or fundraising. In this case, organizational demands take precedence and
lay leaders are fit into menial tasks. In contrast, organizing devel ops leaders who can
articulate, reflect and evaluate their own needs and interests so that their volunteer work is a
way to learn, adapt, grow and change in both personal and political ways.

Another important goal of the evaluation processis to create a sense of group
accountability. As mentioned in previous chapters, no oneindividual or leader isresponsible
for the success or failure of any community organizing effort. Public evaluation helps create

adialogue in which every team member’ s contribution can be assessed. Furthermore, thisis

115 Gecan 131.
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carried out in a public setting because experience tells us that people are more likely to
follow through on verbal commitments that are made in front of a group. However, if people
verbalize acommitment at the end of an evaluation, but at the next meeting no one inquires
about that pledge, then leaders will begin to see this process as aformality rather than asa
powerful tool to promote the group’ s follow-through.

Idedly, by engaging in on-going, public evaluation in a compassionate way, the
group becomes more accountable to one another. Thisis especialy important in a group that
assembles voluntarily. Unlike the workplace, where a person’ s performance can affect his or
her livelihood, in the volunteer sector, all we have are one another’ s best intentions. While
thiskind of public evaluation is often uncomfortable to many newcomers in community
organizing, it isacritical element of what makes this work both unique and effective. In
many ways, it transforms run of the mill political advocacy into an opportunity for self-
reflection, growth, and personal |eadership advancement.

One of the most interesting benefits of both reflection and evaluation isthat it
promotes a culture of deliberation. According to some scholars the word “deliberate” comes
from the Latin root liberare, which means to liberate or to free from one's assumption.**® By
deliberating over our actions through reflection and evaluation, we are able to free ourselves
from assumptions that keep organizationa life static and complacent. When a group
deliberates over their stories and actions, they are more likely to use these memories as a
source of future inspiration. As Ganz suggests, our imagination is connected to our memory.
What we remember can either expand, or limit, what we believe is possible in the future.™*’

Thus, by honoring the past we are able to enlarge our perspective and create more original

118 Ganz 64.
117 Ganz 34.
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goals and strategies. In thisway, memory and imagination are unique gifts that are often
overlooked due to the modern worship of intellect and will. Thus, one of the most important
goals of any community organizing effort, especially during the process of evaluation and
reflection is to honor past decisions and actionsin order to create more imaginative and
dynamic solutions, strategies, and visions for the future.

Last but not least, another important element of interpretation is the notion of
celebration. Too often, volunteers become bogged down by the seriousness or difficulty of
the work. Many community organizing teams meet on aweekly basis, which can be tiresome
for many people because they are ideally having individua meetings with people on aregular
basis aswell. In the weeks |eading up to a big action, lay |eaders are often consumed by their
work for multiple hours each week. One rabbi claims community organizing requires more
time, commitment, energy, and imagination than just about anything else lay leaders are
asked to do in the synagogue. Therefore, it isimportant to not only acknowledge the leaders
engagement, but also to celebrateit.

Typical celebrations often include food, music, afestive aimosphere, and of course,
the honorees. There are also afew more key ingredients to community organizing
celebration. For example, Ganz argues that community organizing cel ebrations must include
an element of story-telling.™® It is not simply a party; but also aforum where people can
gather to honor their accomplishments and particular their future goals. In other words,
enables people to catalogue important stories and events that have deepened the community’s
sense of pride, hope and affiliation. Since organizing can be slow and difficult work, it is
important to highlight that this work is also fun and exhilarating through both large and small

celebrations.

118 Ganz 59.
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Ultimately, while reflection, evaluation, and celebration are common words, ,
community organizing employs these concepts in unique and meaningful ways. Through on-
going, intentional, and public forms of interpretation, community organizing encourages
people to become more effective at building deep and meaningful relationships that will
allow them to act on their values. Through athree-pronged process of reflection, evaluation
and celebration, communities are able to transform normal, every-day eventsinto learning
and growth opportunities. As aresult, interpretation becomes a key tool for communal, social
and political transformation.

In conclusion, community organizing exists at the intersection of action and
interpretation. Thus, while some argue that the most important goal of organizingisto
change the social and political landscape of a community, this cannot be achieved without
serious efforts to change individual, communal, and societal patterns through the art of
interpretation as described above. By emphasizing both action and interpretation as equally
important elements of social change, community organizing embraces a unique balance of
internal, intrapersonal, and external goals. Because of this unique blend of goals the art of
interpretation becomes even more important to the success of any community organizing

initiative.
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INTERPRETATION FROM A JEWISH LENS

“TO LIVE IS TO CHANGE. TO LIVE WELL IS TO CHANGE OFTEN.”*®

As noted above, interpretation is one of the three foundational practicesin the
organizing world. One could argue that interpretation serves as the center of a pendulum with
relationship building on one end and action on the other end. Interpretation iswhat binds the
work of organizing into one fluid process. As discussed, the notion of interpretation includes
individual reflection, group evauation and celebratory events.

The goal of interpretation is manifold. For example, interpretation is meant to
encourage members to think more critically about their past strategy, as well astheir future
action plan. It is al'so meant to help people process the emotional aspect of this difficult
political, as well as public venture. At times this means celebrating with people, inspiring
them to act, or helping them to absorb the fear and loss that occurs after a setback. As Cornel
West once said, while religion requires aleap of faith, politics requires aleap of hope.*® For
this reason, organizers spend alot of time interpreting their actionsin effort to create an open
atmosphere of care and camaraderie. | believe the most important lesson that organizers try
to teach is that “courage is not acting without fear, but rather acting in spite of fear.”**! The
only way to cultivate thiskind of courage, however, isto facilitate a strong group ethic in
which people are engaged with one another on a deep and meaningful level. One way to
create thiskind of group sensibility is through group evaluations, which are meant to create a

sense of shared ownership, shared power and shared vision. Thisis accomplished by

% Ganz 38.
120 \West 12.
121 Ganz 47.
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opportunities for peer-critique, which is meant to enable |eaders to assess their strengths and
weaknesses in a collaborative, yet forthright manner. However, as mentioned above, | believe
that cultivating an environment in which people feel comfortable giving their peers open and
honest feedback is one of the most difficult aspects of the CBCO model. Not only does it
take an enormous amount of honesty, it aso requires an immense amount of grace, humility
and professionalism. Therefore, in the biblical section below, | will analyze a couple of texts
that | believe can help us come to terms with this difficult process from a Jewish lens.

Most importantly, interpretation should not only be understood as a pragmatic,
organizing tool. | believe that the notion of interpretation lies at the heart of the religious
endeavor. As Martin Luther King Jr. who once said:

"Science investigates; religion interprets. Science gives man knowledge whichis

power; religion gives man wisdom which is control. Science deals mainly with facts;

religion deals mainly with values. The two are not rivals. They are

complementary.” %2
In this 1963 speech King argues that the purpose of religion isto help usinterpret the world
around us, which ultimately leads to wisdom and control. | would argue that this notion
applies quite significantly to the Jewish tradition as well.

In Hebrew, the word for interpretation comes from the root d.r.sh (7). In modern
times, the word drash most often conveys the meaning of a“story” or an “interpretation” of a
story. However, the biblical use of this word has a much wider semantic range. For example,
it can also mean: “To demand, to inquire, to reckon, to seek out, to examine, to petition, etc.”

As anoun, the word midrash only appears twice in the biblical text."?® In both these instances

the word midrash simply refersto a*“story” or a“book” in the historical or materia sense of

22 King 15.
123 gee || Chronicles 13:22 & 24:27
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theword. It is not until the rabbinic erathat the word midrash came to signify a creative
interpretation of abiblical passage.

In truth, there is no simple way to categorize the meaning of the word drash. On the
other hand, | would argue that the Hebrew root d.r.sh contains an important clue as to how
we can see the work of interpretation not purely as a pragmatic tool, but aso as a sacred
deed. For instance, this verb appears in Genesis 25:22 when Rebekah goesto inquire of God
(I"drosh et YHVH). Rebekah wants to know why God has forced her to suffer. First, she
suffered because of her infertility and now sheis suffering because her twin sons are at “war”
in her womb. A simple reading of thistext would suggest that Rebekah went to ask God for
an answer and God gave her one, asit saysin the next verse: “And YHVH answered her,
‘Two nations are in your womb, two separate peoples shall issue from your body. One people
shall be mightier than the other, and the other shall serve the younger.”*** Therefore, one
understanding of the word I’ drosh can mean to communicate directly with God in search of
an answer.

However, later commentators suggest that there are many different ways to interpret
the meaning of I’drosh in this verse. In fact, Rashi provides us with two different drashot,
interpretations, of the word d.r.sh. First, he suggests that the phrase “going to inquire” ( 7%
wv1772) means that Rebekah went to the beit hamidrash, the house of study, in order to try to
get one of the rabbis to act as a prophetic intermediary for her. Rashi aso notes that the
phrase I’ drosh et Adonai (‘71 nX w177) means that she prayed to God to give her an answer.
Even from this one, single verse we encounter at |east three different ways to render the word
drash (i.e.- to speak to God directly, to request an answer through an intermediary, or to pray

to God).

124 Genesis 25:23.
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Regardless of how one renders thisversg, it is clear that the word drash goes beyond
the simple meaning of the word and into the spiritual realm. Many biblical scholars suggest
that every “act of trandation isreally an act of interpretation.” Here, | would like to suggest
that perhaps every act of interpretation isreally an act of piety. Asrabbinic scholar Hannah
Hashkes argues, the Rabbis believed that people encounter God not only through experience,
but also through intellectual query and through the art of interpreting our sacred stories.'?
She adds that the study of midrash shows usthat it isinseparable from the very act of living
and reacting to the world around us.*?®

Therefore, | would like to suggest that when congregants begin to reflect on their
actions in amore systemic way, perhaps we are also encouraging them to participate in a
form of midrash on their own lives. Like Rebekah, we can encourage congregants to seek out
God—either directly or through prayer. And while we no longer seek out prophetic
intermediaries, perhaps the CBCO model of a peer-to-peer feedback can serve as our own,
modern-day form of “seeking out” a colleague who can help us gain wisdom.

Admittedly, there are many more ways to render the word drash. However, | would
argue that even if they are trandlated in a unique way, they all have one thing in common—
the understanding that a drash cannot occur in isolation. Whether the word is used to inquire
of God, or to seek out another person’s opinion, or to bestow revenge, the word never occurs
without a co-actor. Therefore, | would argue that the concept of relies on an underlying
assumption that we cannot do this kind of work alone. As Borowitz so aptly describes: “We
need to have a certain realism about our limitsif only so that we can appreciate how

individuality implies community, not only with other people but with God. Acknowledging

125 Hashkes 151.
126 Hashkes 152.
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thiswould allow for areverse tzimtzum, a sufficient contraction of our human self-
importance that would leave room in our lives for our community and for God's
presence.”*?’

Ultimately, | would argue that this quote from Borowitz is the most accurate way to
summarize the goa of interpretation in the CBCO model. As discussed above, while there
are many different goals for engaging in reflection and while there are many different ways
to trandlate the word drash, the ultimate goal isto help people see that communal work isa
spiritua practice. It allows us to see that “individuality implies community” because we
cannot accomplish everything on our own. Our survival depends on recognizing our limits as
human beings who are in need of community and God. By engaging in peer-to-peer feedback
and reflection, | believe we are enacting Borowitz' s notion of a“reverse tzimtzum.” By

contracting ourselves we allow room in our livesto learn from God, as well as, our

community. Thisis the ultimate way to envision the art of interpretation from a Jewish lens.

127 Borowtiz, 168.
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BIBLICAL TEXT

A Word of Note:

Before delving into the texts below, it isimportant to note that word “rebuke,” or the
concept of tokhehah, has a wide range of implications. Some commentators suggest that this
concept only applies to transgression of any of the 613 mitzvot. Others suggest that this
concept applies more broadly to any kind of wrong-doing that may negatively affect us even
if itisnot technically a“sin” in the traditional sense. In thisthesis, | am using this word less
with the connotation of sin or wrong-doing and more in the context of constructive criticism
or feedback. While | admit that thisis somewhat of aliberal understanding of the word, |
would argue that many people are so unaccustomed to providing one another with
constructive or critical feedback that it often feels like engaging in aform of rebuke.
Therefore, | hope that the following texts will alow congregants to see how this kind of
“rebuke” can be understood not only as an effective organizing tool, but also as away to
bring more love and wholeness into the world.

Proverbs 27:5

NANNN NN NNIIM ,NAIV  Better isopen rebuke than love that is
T N Rpp hidden

o Inyour opinion, what is the difference between “ open rebuke” and “ love that

is hidden” ?

Do you agree or disagree with this notion?

0 Haveyou ever experienced either of these thingsin your private or public
life? If so, how did it feel?

0 Do you think thereisa place for rebuke in a communal setting such asthe
CBCO modd of evaluation and reflection? If so, how would you pursueitin a
way that is more helpful than harmful ?

o
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Breishit Rabbah 54:3

IR°27 NN RIIT T2 50 V'R L(72:X0 NPWRI2)IA TR NN 272K 7929
X1°I17 92 °01° 9277 7°NYT X7 L7208 DY 10 (b Ywn) AR 720K 70
YT IR NN WOPD WO AR LIAIR 1R AN ARV PRY 720K 9 0AKRT
IR MM MY PRY 217w 22 IMRT TPNYT RO TRAR DR O02R 100% 210w

oY

“And Abraham rebuked Abimelech,” (Genesis 21:25). Rav Y ossi Bar Haninah said that
rebuke brings about love, asit is said in Proverbs 9:8: ‘ Reprove awise man and he will love
you.” Then Rav Y ossi Bar Haninah thought and said, ‘ All love unaccompanied by rebuke is
not real love.” Reish Lakish said, “Rebuke brings about peace, as we are told that Abraham
rebuked Abimelech. And so he [Reish Lakish] said: ‘All peace that is unaccompanied by
rebukeis not rea peace.’”

Do you agree or disagree with this statement above? Why?

In what ways might it be possible for rebuke to lead to more love or peace in the
world?

How might you imagine incor porating this principle into your private life or your
public affairs?

What challenges or benefits do you foresee if you were to increase the practice of
rebuke in your public or communal life?
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RABBINIC TEXTS

Exodus Rabbah 47:8

“And he was there 40 days and 40 nights,” (Ex. 34:28). How did Moses know how many
days he spent on the mountain? Above thereis no night...How did he know? Because in one
placeit iswritten: “And | stood on the mountain, as| did the first time (Deut. 10:10); while
in another placeit iswritten: “And | sat on the mountain forty days and forty nights...”
(Deut. 9:9). You learn from this that while God spoke with him, he would stand, and when
God departed from him, he would sit and revise what he had learned. That is, be both stood
and sat. When God spoke with him, he knew it was day, and when God told him, “ Study
your Torah,” he knew it was night, as David wrote: “Day to day makes utterance, night to
night speaks out (Psalm 19:3).” %

M 12°0 1A WD MY 727 WITn
D°Y2IRY 01 D°Y2IR 71OV QW 1N 220D WY 0% 780 YT Awn 107 PR KT
QY2 72991 Jan Pwie RD qwIn o (W9 aw) 'RIW A9 79¥AY PRY I 9
091 7772 NTAY 221X (T 2°127) 'RIW YT 707 117 IR 729w R
YWY T 77 MY 12TAW AYWA INYR MK 72 AWK 2°N0) DOIWRI
2WRY 7772 NTAY 22IRT 0PN NRYAI TAPR 72 71 WY 7377 100 PN
TNN TN 2 IR AW AVWA O RITW YT 070V 12T 70w YA 02
2999 7971 R 3020 9 2 (B0 2°90N) IR NT 101 A9 RIw ¥ 70
nyT o

e Inaddition to teaching us about how Moses “ kept time” when he was on Mt.
Snai, what might this text teach us about the practice of reflection or evaluation?

e If wewereto usethis asan analogy for the practice of interpretation within the
CBCO modél, what would it mean for usto “ sit down” while we are reflecting on
our actions?

e \What significance does sitting down or standing up have in the text above? How
might this apply to our lives today?

128 Trand ated by Zornberg 442.
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A Closer Look:

While Zornberg translation suggests that Moses would stand when God addressed
him and that he would sit down and “revise” what God imparted to him during the day, the
original Hebrew word shoneh comes from the root .;7.1.% (Sh.n.h), which can also mean to
repeat, retell, or recount. In thisway, the literal understanding of the word “repeat” is often
used to signify the connotation employed above by Zornberg—meaning to review or to
revise.

This text isinteresting because even though Moses' task is to write down God's
commandments word for word, he takes immense care in reflecting on hiswork. Thisis
illustrated by the fact that he stays up every night to review hiswork. While | would never
suggest that organizing is analogous to revelation, | would like to suggest that the pursuit of
systemic social change may be a modern form of putting the words of revelation, aswell as
the covenant, into action.

Just as Moses takes time to repeat and review the words he has written down, so too
must we take time to reflect on and interpret our own actions. Perhaps the Rabbis teach us
that Moses takes such great care in reviewing his work because he knows that it will affect
the entire community as well as every future generation of Jews. If we are lucky, the actions
we take during an organizing campaign will also affect the community in a positive way.
Therefore, it is paramount that we too take time to re-examine our actions on adaily or
weekly basis.

Perhaps one way to attain a more intimate relationship with God, as Moses once did,
isto seethe act of reflection as a spiritual practice that occurs when one enters into deeper
relationship with God. Intheend, | hope that this text illustrates how the act of interpretation
is not simply a utilitarian endeavor, but also a holy enterprise.
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MODERN TEXTS

Abraham | saac Kook

“There are those who mistakenly think that world peace can only come when thereis a unity
of opinions and character traits. Therefore, when scholars and students of Torah disagree,
and develop multiple approaches and methods, they think that they are causing strife and
opposing shalom. In truth, it isnot so, because true shalom is impossible without
appreciating the value of pluralism intrinsic in shalom. The various pieces of peace come
from avariety of approaches and methods that make it clear how much each one has a place
and a value that complements one another. Even those methods that appear superfluous or
contradictory possess an element of truth that contributes to the mosaic of shalom. Indeed, in
all the apparently disparate approaches lies alight of truth and justice, knowledge, fear and
love of God, and the true light of Torah.”

0 What do you think Rav Kook means when he says that true peace isimpossible without
acknowledging the pluralismintrinsic with the notion of shalom?

0 Rav Kook argues that there is a connection between the acceptance of plurality and the
“light of truth and justice.” Do you agree or disagree with this sentiment and why?

o How might any of Rav Kook’ sideas play out in an organizing campaign?

0 Isthereanything that this text can teach us about the art of evaluation in a Jewish
context?

Abraham Joshua Heschel

“The human will cannot circumvent the snare of the ego nor can the mind disentangle itself
from the confusion of biasin which it is trapped....Should we, then despair because of our
being unable to attain perfect purity? We should if perfection were our goal. Y et we are not
obliged to be perfect once and for all, but only to rise again and again. Perfection is divine,
and to make it agoal of manisto call on man to be divine. All we can do istry to wring our
hearts clean in contrition. Contrition begins with afeeling of shame at our being incapable of
disentanglement from the self. To be contrite at our failluresis holier than to be complacent in
perfection.”

129 K ook, Olat Re'iah Val. 1.
130 Heschel, Insecurity 140.
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In your opinion, what is Heschel trying to tell us about the pursuit of perfection?

0 What do you think Heschel means when he saysthat it is better to be” contrite at
our failures’ than “ complacent in perfection” ?

o Inwhat way can thisidea add to our understanding of organizing as an on-going

spiritual practice?

(@)

A Closer Look:

Rabbis and teachersin the Jewish social justice field often teach the famous rabbinic
maxim from Pirkei Avot 2:16 which states: “Y ou are not obliged to complete the task, but
neither are you free to desist fromit.” In many settings this serves as a much needed source
of inspiration and encouragement after, or during, along-term or difficult campaign. It
inspires people by encouraging them to recognize that while our tradition promotes on-going
action, it also recognizes our limits as mortal, human beings.

Thisiscrucia because otherwiseit is very easy to become deterred by fear or become
caught up in the “snare of preparation.” But in addition to simply teaching us that we should
act in the moment, Heschel warns us about the spiritual danger of seeking perfection. He
implies that seeking perfection is akin to idolatry. Since only God is perfect, seeking
perfection is tantamount to putting ourselves on par with God. Thisis areligious prohibition.

Thus, Heschel adds a spiritual dimension to an otherwise pragmatic or utilitarian idea
that we are required to “act for today.” Rather than becoming parayzed by the “snare of
perfection,” Heschel teaches us that we must recognize our own humanity, and this means
pursuing action regardless of our inevitable imperfections. In effect, by accepting our limits
as human beings, | would argue that we are also acknowledging God’ s presence and power in
theworld. Thus, in the end, a conversation about how we must act regardless of how “ready”
we feel, may serve as afoundation for a more theological conversation within the CBCO
model.
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CHAPTER TEN: CONCLUSION

In the end, | hope to have illustrated how community organizing not only
promotes real and sustainable social change, but also how it encourages afundamenta form
of synagogue transformation. First, as demonstrated above, the relational aspect of this work
encourages a culture in which members are encouraged to devel op deeper and more
meaningful relationships with one another. Second, organizing enables us to identify and
develop new leaders. While most institutions are sustained by asmall group of lay leaders
who serve on multiple committees, organizing has the ability to expand the leadership base in
acrucia way. In part thisis because leaders are developed around their own interests and
concerns, rather than being placed onto a pre-existing committee or project. Furthermore,
organizing recognizes good |leaders have more than simply charisma. They have a strong
sense of self, curiosity for others, and a diverse social network. Good |leaders are a so those
who can sustain along-term commitment because they care about the relational process as
much as they do about the final outcome. Third, organizing creates an opportunity for the
synagogue to develop a narrative and a vision that has been shaped by the mgority of its
members. Research suggests that the more people who have a stake in the mission and vision
of an organization, the more people will work to transform thisvision into areality. In the
end, therefore, along-term commitment to the CBCO model has the ability to strengthen our
community, identify untapped leaders, and enact new visions, thereby achieving rea and
lasting socia and communal change.

Furthermore, | fundamentally believe that community organizing can be adopted as a

profoundly spiritual endeavor. By bringing Jewish texts and philosophy to the center of this
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work, | hope to have illustrated how community organizing can be a profoundly Jewish act.
In order to reinforce thisidea | have created atheory, or spiritua framework, | like to call the
“spiritual justice ladder.” Similar to the Rambam’ s ladder of tzedakah, this ladder is meant to
help peopleidentify their motivation for why they are involved in the synagogue’s social
justice effort. Like the Rambam’ s ladder, over time, the goal isto help move people higher
up on the spiritual justice ladder because each rung represents a higher level of spiritual and
religious commitment or awareness.

In part, my ideawas inspired by the Kabbalistic notion that every human being has
five different levels of awareness that correspond to different levels of their soul. “ The higher
levels of our soul are figuratively closer to their source, while the denser levels of the soul—
ruach and nefesh—are much closer to the range of human consciousness and can be affected
by the way we live our lives.”**! With thisin mind, the Kabbalists believed that every
mitzvah has the ability to bring us to higher level of consciousness. Ultimately, our goal isto
reach the highest level of consciousness, which isidentified with an aspect of the soul known
yehidah, or unity.

Similarly, | would like to propose that it is possible to climb aparallel ladder of
awareness if we can begin to perceive social justice as a spiritua practice. While this ladder
may have many “rungs,” for now | would like to propose that b’ tzelem elohim, tzedek and
hesed should serve as the primary rungs on this new-found spiritual justice ladder. As| hope
to demonstrate below, | believe that these three concepts reflect three different levels of
spiritual awareness asthey relate to Jewish socia justice. The goal, therefore, isto move
ourselves along a path by which our motivation for pursuing socia change shifts from the

notion of fairness and equality (b’ tzelem elohim), to righteousness (tzedek), and finally to

131 Cooper 106.
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covenantal love (hesed). Granted, while most people are motivated by a complex,
interconnected web of principles, my goal is create atheoretical framework that can help us
to articulate the values that motivate us to pursue social justice within a Jewish framework.
My hope isthat teaching about these three concepts will enable people to articulate different
aspects of their motivation for pursuing social justice in a synagogue setting. The ultimate
goal isto help people climb the spiritual justice ladder in order to, eventually, achieve a sense

of unity, or yehidah, with God.

STAGE ONE: B’'TZELEM ELOHIM

Thefirst rung of thisladder is the notion of b’tzelem el ohim because, for many Jews,
this concept forms the basis of our ethical treatment of other human beings. This phrase first
occursin Genesis 1:27: “In the beginning, God created Adam in Hisimage, in the image of
God (b'tzelem elohim) He created him; male and female He created them.” At first glance
this biblical imagery seems removed from any kind of ethical mandate. It appears as a value-
neutral image of humanity’s relationship with God. Therefore, many of the early Rabbis
argued over what it meansto be created in God' simage. Some suggested that it means that
human beings have dominion over the earth just as God has dominion over all of creation.
Or, it meant that human beings have creative powers, much like God. The Rambam argued
that b’ tzelem Elohim means that human beings have a unique intellectual capacity that
surpasses that of the animal kingdom.

In one midrashic interpretation the Rabbis suggest that regardl ess of what it means to

be created B’ tzelem elohim, this concept requires usto act in an ethical manner.
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Rabbi Akivasays. “Love your fellow as yourself’” (Leviticus 19:18) is the greatest
principle of the Torah. Ben Azzai says, “*When God created man, He made himin
the likeness of God (B’ tzelem Elohim).” Thisisthe greatest principlein the Torah.
Y ou should not say: Because | have been dishonored, let my fellow be dishonored
along with me...” Rabbi Tanhuma explained: “If you do so, know whom you are
dishonoring — *He made him in the likeness of God.”” (Genesis Rabbah 24)

While this passage is most famously quoted for Akiva' s lesson about “treating your neighbor
as you would like to be treated,” Ben Azzai argues that b’tzelem Elohimis the most
important concept in the Torah. While Ben Azzai represents the minority tradition, | agree
with him because without the notion of b'tzelem elohimit would be hard to argue why we
must treat others with respect. In other words, we must treat people as we would like to be

treated because each human being isimbued with a spark of divinity.

This interpretation of b’'tzelem Elohim has been used for generations to support the
notion that Judaism demands us to treat others with the utmost respect, fairness, and equality.
As Sacks argues, “Judaism contains many mysteries, but its ultimate purpose is not
mysterious at al. It isto honor the image of God in other people and thus turn the world into
ahome for the divine presence” ** If we do not honor the spark of divinity within every
human being by treating them with respect, dignity and fairness, then we are essentialy
driving God’ s presence away from us. Thus, treating others with dignity and respect is not
only an ethical goal, but also a spiritual ideal. Sacks argues that we can make room for the
divine presence by acting as “ God'’ s question-mark” against the conventiona wisdom of the
age.”® This means challenging the status quo by working together to build a more just world-
- not only to bring more justice into the world, but aso to bring us closer to God'’ s presence.

Undoubtedly, the concept of b’tzelem elohimis avery important and necessary idea

132 sacks 4.

133 5acks 28.
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that we must continue to promote as we pursue social justice in our congregations. It serves
as an ethical and spiritual platform for amost al of the other moral teachingsin the Torah.
However, the problem with this concept isthat, at least in its biblical context, it does not call
us to a particular type of action. While the author of Genesis makes a profound statement
about the connectivity of al humankind, it is still remains as an observation rather than a
specific call to action. Therefore, while we must continue to use this concept as the
foundation for our socia justice work, we must simultaneously move beyond the concept of
b'tzelem Elohim to create a more nuanced and complex understanding of our mandate to

pursue justice.

STAGE TWO: TZEDEK

The second and probably most common biblica concept used to explain the Jewish
call for social justice is the concept of tzedek, which can be found most strikingly in the
verse: “Tzedek, Tzedek, Tirdoff."*** (Deut. 16:20). As a banner cry for Jewish social justice
enthusiasts worldwide, this sentence has evoked a myriad of rabbinic and contemporary
interpretations. However, for the sake of this paper, | would like to focus on the first
appearance of thisword in the Tanakh, which can be found in Genesis 18:19.

Theroot t.d.k. first appears in the book of Genesis as God is deliberating whether or
not to tell Abraham about his plans to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. In the end, God decides

to tell Abraham about His plan because one day Abraham is supposed to become a"great and

134 Deuteronomy 16:20
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powerful nation" that will follow in God's path and do the work of "tzedek u'mishpat."** In

order to fulfill our covenant with God, and to become a successful and fertile nation, we must
pursue that which isright and just in the world. Interestingly, however, this verse does not
tell usto “pursue” tzedek u' mishpat. Rather, it says that we must follow "derech YHVH,”
God' s path, which ultimately provides us with God' s eternal protection and reward. By using
the phrase derech YHVH, the Torah teaches us that justice work is not only an ethical pursuit,
but also a spiritual process that fulfills our covenant with God.

Furthermore, rabbinic scholar Jill Jacobs argues that the word tzedek has an
interesting semantic range. In Ugaritic, it means “legitimate,” and in Aramaic it means
“loyal.” In Arabic it means “true, courageous or dependable.” In al three of these languages
the semantic range of tzedek revolves around a positive, stable, and authorized sense of
"correctness” that takes courage to obtain. Adding to this sentiment, in Syriac the word for
tzedek invokes a sense of “responsibility or duty.”**® After analyzing the aforementioned
concepts, | would argue that the word tzedek means pursuing alegitimate or correct path,
which may require courage, truth and loyalty to oneself, as well as to God.

Furthermore, Judaism teaches us that the concept of tzedek, and by extension
tzedakah, the giving of charity, is not ssimply a*nice thing to do.” Rather, it isamitzvah or
an obligation. Rabbi David Saperstein notes that in Latin the word for charity comes from the
root word caritas, which means love. Similarly, the word for philanthropy comes from the
Greek root philo (love) antrhopos (man). Therefore, Saperstein argues that in the Greco-

Roman culture, people gave alms to the poor out of avoluntary sense of love or compassion

135 Genesis 18:18-19
138 Jacobs 42.
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for those in need. *3’ In contrast, Judaism teaches us that giving tzedekah is about doing what
isright (tzedek).

In the Jewish tradition, pursuing justice is not an emotionally inspired favor; rather, it
isacommandment. In part, this is because the Torah teaches us that while we may possess
wealth, we do not truly own it. This theology comes from the concept in Exodus 19:5 when
we are told that "al of the earth is God's." Therefore, whatever wealth we have accumul ated
we owe to God' s grace rather than to our own, true merit. Therefore, pursuing tzedek or
giving tzedakah can be viewed as aform of redistributing God's wealth and grace.

Relatedly, Sacks argues that mishpat embodies "retributive justice,” while tzedek
represents "distributive justice." According to the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes,
retributive justice represents laws which allow individuals to pursue their own self-interest as
long as it does not infringe upon the rights and freedoms of others. However, in this system,
even when people follow the letter of the law, the possibility of injustice still exists. On the
other hand, distributive justice, or tzedek, represents going beyond the letter of the law.
Thereby, Sacks suggests that tzedek means going beyond what is simply “right,” in order to
do what is “good” for society.*® The Sages called this notion-- I'fnim mshurat hadin.

The ultimate question, however, is whether our mandate to pursue tzedek u'mishpat
applies to both Jews and non-Jews alike. On one hand, it seems clear that retributive justice,
or the law of the land, must be followed for both Jews and non-Jews alike because of the
Talmudic concept of “dinah d'malkutah dina.”**® That being said, are we also obligated to
follow the mandate of tzedek for Jews and non-Jews alike? According to David Saperstein,

the answer is aresounding "yes." While it istrue that halakhah only mandates how Jews

137 Saperstein 19.
138 Sacks 33.
139 See Bava Kama 113a, Nedarim 28a, Bava Batra 54b-55a,, Gittin 10b
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should treat other Jews, he argues that the moral requirement for providing for the poor isa
universal concern. His proof-tex liesin the concept of the Jubilee year, in which Jews were
required to proclaim freedom to all the inhabitants of the land.** In fact, Saperstein argues
that the Jubilee year, in theory, was the first "publically run tax-financed social welfare

system.” 4

Similarly, Rachel Adler uses the concept of peah, an agricultural law that mandates
leaving the corners of the field for the poor, to support the idea that distributive justice
applies to both Jews and non-Jews dike. Asit saysin Leviticus 19:10, the corners of the
fields should be left to both the "poor and the stranger.” Eventually, the Rabbis used the
concept of peah as the foundation for the rabbinic notion of tzedekah as a monetary donation
rather than an agricultural contribution to society. Furthermore, thisis the basis for
Maimonides placing the laws of tzedakah within the agricultural section of the Mishneh
Torah. Thus, | believe Adler is correct when she argues that in order to be a holy nation one
must engage in righteous acts whenever we encounter any of God’s children.

Insum, it is clear that the biblical and rabbinic rendering of tzedek servesasa
cornerstone for our modern mandate for Jewish social justice. This concept illustrates, in no
uncertain terms, that the pursuit of justice is a Jewish obligation, rather than a voluntary
activity. Whileit is difficult to convey the binding nature of a mitzvah in a Reform setting, |
it isimportant to present thisidea as away to challenge ourselves—both spiritually and

religiously. My hope s that by presenting a more nuanced understanding of the notion of

tzedek, more people will beinspired to attain a higher level of Jewish practice and faith.

140 eviticus 25:10
141 Saperstein 19.
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STAGE THREE: HESED

Beyond the concepts of b’tzelem elohim and tzedek, we must begin to focus on
the idea of hesed if the Jewish socia justice movement is going to become a more holistic
spiritua endeavor. Hesed is usually defined as an act of “loving-kindness.” The Rabbis
suggest that hesed includes acts such as visiting the sick, caring for mourners, welcoming
guests, giving to charity, etc. The proof-text for thisidea can be found in the Babylonian
Talmud, Sotah 14a:

R. Hama son of Haninah said, What does [the Torah] mean when it says, Y ou shall
walk after the Lord your God (Deut 13:5)? Isit possible for a human being to walk
after the divine presence? Does it not say, For the Lord your God is a consuming fire
(Deut. 4:24)? Rather, the meaning is: you shall walk after the attributes of the Holy
One, blessed be He. Just as he clothes the naked, asit is written, And the Lord God
made for Adam and his wife garments of skin and clothed them (Gen. 3:21), so shall
you clothe the naked. Just as He visits the sick, asit is written, And the Lord appeared
to him by the oaks of Mamre (Gen. 18:1), so you visit the sick. Just as the Holy One,
blessed be He, comforts the mourners, asit iswritten, And it came to pass after the
death of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son (Gen. 25:11), so you comfort
mourners. Just as the Holy One, blessed be He, buries the dead, asit iswritten, And
He buried [Moses] in the valley (Deut. 34:6), so you bury the dead.”

While the word hesed does not appear in this passage, afew lines later Rabbi Simlai suggests
that Torah begins, and ends, with God' s display of loving-kindness in order to teach us that
hesed is one of the most important ethical teachingsin the entire Torah. Thisis further
supported by the Rabbinic proposal that hesed is greater than tzedakah. ** This may come as
asurprise to many Reform Jews who often believe that tzedek and tzedakah refer to acts that
address the root cause of an issue, whereas hesed usually refers to activities that simply
relieve short-term pain and suffering.

Whileit istrue that the Rabbinic understanding of hesed usually refers to temporary

192 BT Sukkah 49b
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support, it aso has alesser known, but much more revolutionary meaning. In the Tanakh, the
word hesed often refers atype of loyalty and commitment that exists within acovenant. This
ideais supported by the verse: “I remember the affection (h.s.d) of your youth, the love
(a.h.v) of your betrothal- how you were willing to follow Me through the desert in an unsown
land.”**® Unlike a short-term contract, hesed represents an open-ended commitment, which is
fulfilled even in the face of unknown obstacles and uncertain outcomes.

Hesed is more than short-term term relief, as well as more than an exchange based on
aquid pro quo expectation. Beginning with socia theorist Thomas Hobbes, many scholars
have argued that the notion of democracy was born out of individuals' desire to achieve
personal safety and security, rather than an overtly moral or ethical ideal. As Hobbes once
wrote: “Some of us are stronger than others, but none of us so strong that we are
invulnerable to attack.... Therefore it isin the essential interests of each of us, asaminimal
precondition of peace and security, to hand over some of our powers asindividualsto a
supreme authority that will make laws and enforce them. This, the socia contract, brings into
being the “great Leviathan” of the State, and thusis born political society.”*** In other words,
rather than viewing democracy as an idealistic mora experiment, Hobbes argues that it was a
utilitarian way to achieve our self-interest.

On one hand, Sacks agrees with Hobbes. Human beings are perfectly capable of
surrendering their power in order to achieve long-term peace and security.** On the other
hand, he argues that this view is short-sighted because it does not explain the breadth of
human experience or motivation. As he states:

“The single most influentia story we have told ourselves for the past three hundred

143 Jeremiah 2:3
144 sacks, Civil Society 13.
145 gacks, Civil Society 13.
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years—is apicture of humanity as a collection of rational self-seeking individuas; of
society as the conflict of interest; of their resolution by a central power given legitimacy
by asocid contract in which individuals recognize that it isin their intereststo yield up
part of their unfettered freedom; and of the emergence of governments as the course of
power through which conflicts are mediated.” **
Sacks suggests, however, that it istime to reclaim a much more ancient theory about human
behavior. He argues that the Torah teaches us that humanity is driven by hesed, rather than
self-interest. Hesed, as aform of covenantal love, is much more powerful than the quid pro
guo nature of asocia contract. The difference between asocia contract and a covenant is
that, “ parties can disengage from a contract when it is no longer in their interest to continue
with it; a covenant binds them even—perhaps especially—in difficult times.” *’

Furthermore, living life from a place of hesed suggests that we include all of
humanity as a part of our universe of obligation. Sacks argues that if we believein God as the
Ultimate Creator, then all human beings constitute a single family within this covenant of
hesed. Therefore, the Torah teaches us that if someone becomes poor, we are obligated to
help them. Not becauseit isin our direct self-interest to do so, but because we are linked by a
covenant of kinship and fraternity. Thisideais extended to the stranger, asit saysin Exodus
23:9: “You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having
yourselves been strangers in the land of Egypt.” Thus, Jewish tradition teaches us that hesed
surpasses the notion of self-interest. Whereas the political arena primarily centers on power
and self-interest, Jewish faith and tradition relies primarily on the concept of hesed. Thisis
why the concept of hesed has the potential to be such transformative value in the field of
Jewish socia justice.

Last but not least, | would argue that achieving a genuine sense of hesed requires us

146 sacks, Civil Society 14.
147 sacks, Civil Society 15-16.
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to develop areal relationship with God. As established above, b’ tzelem elohim and tzedek can
be achieved by imitating God’ s righteousness through the concept of imitatio dei. On the
other hand, the ideal form of hesed is achieved by “following after God.” This metaphor
suggests, however, that in order to “follow God,” one must be close enough to “see” Him.
Thislanguage implies alevel of intimacy that supersedes the notion of imitatio dei.

Uniquely, therefore, | would argue that the pursuit of hesed requires usto be in relationship
with God, rather than simply imitating God'’ s righteousness from afar. Additionally, the
concept of hesed requires us to be in covenant with other human beings, which provides us
with areligious basis for the work of community organizing. Thisiswhy | believe hesed
should be at the top of the spiritual justice ladder.

In conclusion, | would to suggest that this ladder can help people understand their
work as a spiritual practice that brings them into a closer relationship with God, as well as
other religious and spiritual issues. Just as the Rabbis developed the notion of creation,
revelation, and redemption as a three-part foundation for Jewish liturgy, | would like to
suggest that b’ tzelem elohim, tzedek, and hesed can serve as athree-part model for the pursuit
of tikkun olam. By pursing this threefold path, we can encourage people to articulate their

commitment to social justice in amore complex and Jewishly literate way.
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FINAL THOUGHTS

The ultimate goa of this paper was to demonstrate the incredibly transformative
power of congregation-based community organizing. Congregations throughout our
movement have already proven how this model can enliven the power and capacity of our
communities. As the same time, however, | believe that we must do more to anchor this
model in Jewish thought and tradition. Otherwise, we run the risk of simply promoting
another great socia justice “program.” The goal, however, isto present community
organizing as aleadership philosophy that has the potential to impact many different areas of
the community.

First, organizing has the ability to transform social action committees into long-term
campaigns for systemic socia change. Second, it has the ability to enliven synagogue life and
leadership. Third, it can provide congregants with a new way to understand their
commitment to social justice as avehicle for spiritual elevation. In an erawhere many
Reform Jews are still uncomfortable or unfamiliar with many different aspects of Jewish
prayer and ritual, | believe that presenting socia justice as a spiritua practice will enable
more congregants to engage a meaningful spiritual endeavor. In other words, most
congregants who are involved in social justiceinitiatives at the synagogue are not necessarily
the same people who attend Shabbat services or Torah study. Therefore, by presenting
organizing as aspiritua venture | believe that we can inspire more Reform Jews to engage in
serious Jewish study and reflection.

By framing the pursuit of socia justice through the lens of b’tzelem elohim, tzedek,
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and hesed, | hope to encourage congregants to articulate their commitment to social justicein
amore profoundly Jewish way. By anchoring the CBCO model in serious Jewish study, |
hope to transform what is often a pediatric understanding of tikkun olaminto a more
nuanced, authentic, and engaging enterprise. This project is meant to help modern day Jews
understand that our mandate to pursue social justiceis acomplex and multi-faceted
enterprise that encompasses many different philosophies, texts, and perspectives.

By infusing the community organizing model with serious Jewish texts and learning,
| believethat it can serve as arubric for transformative socia justice, aswell asa
fundamental tool for Jewish spirituality and growth in the Reform Movement. Because
organizing requires patience, discipline, self-reflection and determination, it allows us to
present this work as a unique form of spiritual practice. Furthermore, as Buber and Levinas
suggest, each one on one encounter provides us with a unique opportunity to encounter
God' s presence as well. And as we encourage peopl e to traverse the bridge between narrow
self-interest and enlightened self-interest, we challenge peopleto view organizing as aform
of covenanta love. In the end, | believe that organizing has the potential to transform our
communities for the myriad reasons analyzed above. Above all, however, | believe that
organizing is such an incredibly compelling tool because it empowers congregants to live out
the Jewish socia justice mandate through the power of covenant, commitment and

community.
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