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Rationale 
  

The question, “Are you an American Jew or a Jewish American?” has always 

puzzled me.  Why must one choose one identity over another and what would 

someone’s answer, if he or she were to share it, really indicate?  I have had this 

conversation with many teenagers, who at a pinnacle point in their identity development 

also feel puzzled by this question.  Many feel that by choosing one, they are denouncing 

the other, which is most certainly not the case.   

 Teenagers today are pulled in many directions.  Whether literally chatting online 

with several people at once, or figuratively completing a homework assignment while 

stressing about college applications, they are balancing many “conversations” at once.  

And yet, through all of these distractions they remain focused on one thing:  

themselves.  In this age of individualism, teens often isolate themselves, even within the 

context of communal activities.  They are searching for personal meaning and seeking 

to define their own identity while also yearning to “fit in.”  Educators can provide 

resources that will help teens become more knowledgeable and able to begin to define 

who they are, how they see the world and how they see themselves in relation to the 

world.    

Jonathan Sarna states, “Jewish education serves as the vehicle through which 

we train successive generations of Jews to negotiate their own ways, as Jews, in the 

American arena.”1  Jewish American teens are in great need of this training.  Not only 

do they feel pulled in many directions on a day-to-day basis, but also in a larger sense 

as they negotiate their American Jewish identity.  Similar to the type of education that 

Sarna speaks of is one is one defined by Sylvia Barack Fishman as a “coalesced 

American Jewish identity, which brings teenagers’ American identity and Jewish identity 

together as one unified identity.  It is one in which American and Jewish values are 

aligned in order to inform individuals’ everyday choices.  Many of the choices she refers 

to, and those focused upon in this curriculum guide, revolve around involvement in the 

                                                        

1 Sarna, Jonathan D. 1998. "American Jewish Education in Historical Perspective." Journal of 
Jewish Education 64:8–21. 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American public sphere.  Fishman claims that Jewish individuals who commit 

themselves to the pursuit of social justice within American society do so with a 

“coalesced American-Jewish tendency toward altruistic spiritual ideals.”2  These ideals, 

she points out, often stem from an understanding of prophetic Judaism, and are mostly 

aligned with liberal American values.    

While this guide addresses the essence of Fishman’s idea of coalescence, it also 

recognizes the tensions that may arise through attempting to integrate students’ Jewish 

identities with their American identities.  Some argue that coalescence overemphasizes 

the similarities between the two identities, and leaves no room for authenticity.  Rather 

than integration, Dr. David Ellenson argues for interaction.  He says, “In [the vision of 

interaction], the values of Judaism are seen as complementing, informing, or standing in 

dynamic tension with the values of the larger host culture…”3 Rather than point to the 

issue of identity, Ellenson’s argument indicates there is a tension to how we might 

negotiate our Jewish and American value systems.  He suggests that students need 

flexibility to struggle with the tensions between the two cultures; in contrast to a 

coalesced American Jewish identity, which requires resolving the tensions.  This 

curriculum guide adopts both arguments.  Its goal is to help students navigate their way 

through the tensions between Jewish and American history and culture, while also 

searching for a unified place in which the two exist.  It will not always provide answers, 

but will continually ask probing questions that push the teenagers to think critically about 

who they are and what they see as their role is in their society and community.     

By integrating the text and memory of both American and Jewish culture, this 

guide will address the important topic of Jewish involvement in the American public 

sphere.  The following enduring understandings help to articulate the overall vision for 

this curriculum guide: 

                                                        

2 Fishman, Sylvia B.  Jewish Life and American Culture.  State University of New York, 
Albany, NY.  2000. P.15. 

3 Ellenson, David.  “An Ideology for the Liberal Jewish Day School:  A Philosophical‐
Sociological Investigation.”  Journal of Jewish Education.  Volume 74, No. 3.  2008. 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• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 
compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 
 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the 
Jewish community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s 
inception. 

 
• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating 

their understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 
 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can 
produce a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

 
• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 

struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 
   

All too often, we teach Jewish history and values in a vacuum that we label as 

“Jewish education.”  Through this narrow lens, students may find it challenging to 

understand how their Jewish identity can inform their civic involvement.  However, an 

integrated education that fuses together Jewish and American history, and compares 

American values with Jewish values, is one upon which students can base a life-long 

commitment to both their civic and Jewish communities.  This curriculum guide will bring 

to life issues central to students’ growth by finding the points where the fusion take 

place.  In his article, Integration and Interaction in the Jewish Day School, Michael 

Zeldin lists a number of reasons for promoting integrated education.  Among them, he 

points out that it can help students recognize the role they can play as American Jews.  

He says, “Integration helps students discover what their roles in society can be; and 

teaches them the perspectives and skills they will need in order to fulfill those roles.”4   

This curriculum guide approaches American Jewish integration and interaction from the 

point of view of history and values.  How do the actions of those who came before us 

inform our own call to the pursuit of social justice?  Upon which values do we base our 

commitment to bettering the society in which we live?  These are the very questions that 

this curriculum guide seeks to address.        

                                                        

4 Zeldin, Michael.  Integration and Interaction in the Jewish Day School.  P. 581. 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Students will be introduced to a number of these inspiring individuals throughout 

the curriculum guide.  They’ll meet people who were active in the Civil Rights Movement 

of the 1960s; those who committed their lives to public education; members of labor 

unions who fought for workers rights, and more.  Though this guide focuses primarily on 

events of the Twentieth Century, it serves as an excellent companion to secular 

American history, which, in most schools, is taught, in the eleventh grade.  Therefore, 

this curriculum guide is best suited for high school juniors and seniors who have the 

background to mirror this content.  The Jewish narrative of oppression also informs 

much of Jewish involvement in the political and social justice arena.   

Through a variety of sources, this guide will help students enhance their ability to 

articulate how Jewish and American values inform their actions and choices.  As 

indicated, primary American Jewish historical sources will play a major role in helping 

students to relate to what has been achieved.  Students will have a firsthand look at 

historical issues including civil rights, healthcare, hunger, immigration, Israel advocacy, 

public education, workers’ rights, and more.  Each of these issues still has great 

relevance to our lives today, and teens will participate in conversations that inspire 

action and response.  They will understand that just as their American Jewish 

predecessors involved themselves in the American public sphere, so to do they have 

the ability and responsibility to do so.  Additionally, a variety of Jewish sources will help 

create a dialogue with each other and with biblical and prophetic, rabbinic, and modern 

teachings.  These sources will give students access to language that helps them define 

what values they see as central to their own lives, and will provide students with a 

sense of how Jewish values can inform their actions. Through the lenses of American 

historical narrative and Jewish text, students will be guided through a historical and 

modern look that will inform their own experience of Jewish American involvement.   
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Note to the Facilitator 
 

Dear Facilitator, 
 
Get ready for an amazing adventure of exploring history, identity and activism with your 
students.  The journey you will guide your students on will be inspiring both for them 
and for you.  It will take a lot of planning and hard work on your part, but will be well 
worth it in the end.  I’ve outlined some important things for you to keep in mind as you 
begin planning the lessons and activities.  Be sure to stay on top of your calendar far in 
advance to plan for everything. 
 
Learners and Setting 
This guide is designed for high school juniors and seniors to complement their secular 
school education in American History.  It’s designed to be used in a congregation, 
although could be altered for use in a day school setting.  Most lessons are designed to 
occur in one-hour sessions, although some lessons could last for two or more sessions 
(indicated in the lessons themselves).  Also, a few lessons are field trips and special 
events; these will certainly last more than one-hour.   
 
Units and Lessons 
Included in every unit is a reminder of the curriculum enduring understandings 
(originally found in the Rationale); essential questions and goals for the unit; and a list of 
lessons.  Every lesson is complete with objectives and suggested activities.  One lesson 
per unit is a scripted lesson (denoted by *Scripted Lesson), which also includes a 
materials list, timeline, and detailed lesson plan.  The four units focusing on historical 
figures, Cardozo, Abzug, Heschel and Vorspan, run parallel to each other.  Therefore, 
each contains the same four types of lessons (with similar objectives and different types 
of activities).  Each of the four units highlights a different type of lesson as the scripted 
lesson so that you gain a strong understanding of my vision for the overall curriculum.  I 
should also note that these four units can be taught in any order, and you may alter the 
order depending on when you are able to schedule the lessons with Memorable 
Moments.   
 
In addition to scripted lessons, other special things come up in the lessons.  Some are 
considered memorable moments (denoted by **Memorable Moment).  These are 
special activities or events that take place outside the normal classroom walls, and 
which the students will hold with them long after the curriculum is over.  Authentic 
assessment (denoted by ***Authentic Assessment) is also an important thing to notice.  
Throughout the curriculum are lessons that measure the students’ learning in practical 
and applicable ways to their lives. 
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Facilitator 
The facilitator of this curriculum guide should be someone who is passionate about 
domestic social justice issues, American history, and issues of Jewish identity.  There 
are also plenty of opportunities to engage other facilitators and adults in the learning 
process with the students, and this is detailed more below. 
 
 
Integrating Members of the Congregation and the Jewish Community 
An important factor of Jewish education and involvement in the American public sphere 
are building community and relationships.  This curriculum guide offers students many 
opportunities to interact with adults in your congregation and your Jewish community.  
Adults from various backgrounds and professions should be invited to help lead and 
participate in individual lessons.  Not only does this provide a rich experience for the 
teenagers who will interact with the adults, it is also an excellent way to connect adults 
(who may have limited interaction with Jewish education themselves) to the educational 
program at your congregation.   
 
Throughout the units you’ll find information about the adult that should be included.  
Below is a list of the lessons that include additional people; this should help you plan 
ahead in inviting them to join you.  I’ve also included places and events you may need 
to reserve as part of the lesson.  Before beginning the year, get out your calendar and 
reserve as much as possible!  Also think about transportation and other logistics. 
 
Unit 2 
• Lesson 4:  A panel of judges or lawyers 

                 A courtroom to have the meeting with the panel 
Unit 3 
• Lesson 4:  Meeting with a government representative (local, state or federal) 
Unit 4 
• Lesson 4:  Group of teenagers from another faith organization to participate in the         

                 service learning project with you  
                 Site where you will participate in the service learning project 

Unit 5 
• Lesson 1:  Actor to play Albert Vorspan 
• Lesson 2:  Meeting with congregation board members about environmental policies 
• Lesson 4:  L’Taken Seminar at the RAC in Washington D.C. 
Unit 6 
• Lesson 2:  Journalist to explain principles of interviewing 
• Lesson 3:  Community members who will be interviewed by students 
Unit 7 
• Lesson 2:  Clergy member to help prepare for service 
• Lesson 3:  Invite community members who students interviewed as special guests to 

the Social Justice Inspired Shabbat  
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Fonts and Formatting 
Different fonts and font styles are used throughout this curriculum guide, and they note 
different headings and audiences.  Please note below what each font means: 
 
Headings 
This font refers to unit and lesson headings, as well as list headings such as 
materials lists or objectives.  When you see this font within a paragraph, it 
means that it matches a heading also found in the unit and is meant to refer you 
to that heading. 
 
Speaking to you, the Teacher 
This font is simply everything directed at you, and listed for your own information. 
 
Speaking to the students 
This font is used to indicate directions that should be given directly to the students.  It 
will be found both in your copy of lessons as well as in resources that are meant to be 
handed out to the students. 
 
Direct Quotes 
This font will be used when directly quoting primary sources.  The quotes will be from and/or 
about the subjects of this curriculum guide. 
 
Possible Student Responses 
Blue color font will be used when suggested responses are provided for you 
 
Resources 
There is an abundance of resources provided in this curriculum guide.  Much of this is 
for your own learning in addition to the students’ learning.  The annotated bibliography 
in the back also offers suggestions of books and resources you should take advantage 
of and familiarize yourself with.   
 
 
This is going to be an incredible journey for you and your students as together your 
pursue justice!  May the year be filled with much learning, insight, and inspiration! 
 
B’hatzlacha! 
 
Emily Walsh 
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Unit 1   
How Does my American and Jewish Identity 

Inform My Sense of Justice? 
 
 
Enduring Understandings  
• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 

compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the Jewish 
community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s inception. 

• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating their 
understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can produce 
a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 
struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 

 
Essential Questions 
• What does it mean to me to be Jewish in America? 
• What are American interpretations of justice? 
• What are Jewish interpretations of justice? 
• How can my sense of justice inform my actions? 
 
Goals 
• To provide students with the opportunity to grapple with their Jewish and American 

identities. 
• To open the doors for dialogue around social justice issues which will be explored 

throughout the entire curriculum. 
• To begin exploring the notion that American and Jewish values may sometimes be 

the same, but are not always. 
 
Outline of Lessons 
Lesson 1:  What Does it Mean to Me to be Jewish in America? 
Lesson 2:  What is Justice? 

*Scripted Lesson 
***Authentic Assessment 

Lesson 3:  How Does Justice Inform our Actions? 
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Lesson 1:  What Does it Mean to Me to be Jewish in 
America? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT describe how their values are informed by Jewish tradition. 
• SWBAT describe how their values are informed by American tradition. 
• SWBAT explain tensions they feel living as Jews in America. 
 
Ice Breaker Activity 
If this is the first time the group is meeting together, you may want to lead an icebreaker 
activity for them to get comfortable with each other.  One of my favorite games that 
helps build community is the “Grid Game.”  On the floor you create a 6x6 grid made out 
of masking tape.  On it, is a “secret” path from one corner to another that only you know 
(you may want to have it written on a sheet of paper so you can refer to it yourself).  
Students are instructed one at a time to step on a box in the grid in order to guess the 
correct path.  If a student steps in a correct box, they can try to step in another one, and 
so on.  If they guess wrong, they go to the end of the line.  Once one student has 
stepped on the correct box, other students should know to step in that box each time.  
Students go one at a time, watching and helping each other.  The game is not over until 
everyone has successfully completed the correct path.  **If you want to make it even 
more challenging, tell students they cannot talk.  This will force them to communicate in 
other ways.     
 
Activity (Alternative 1) 
Part 1 
As a large group, ask students to brainstorm a list of values that “guide one to be a 
good member of the community.”  The intentional vagueness in this question will 
hopefully lead to some broad answers, which will be helpful throughout this lesson. 
 
Once you have compiled a list, ask the students to decide which values go well 
together, which ones complement each other.  Then, ask them to share which ones 
seem to be in conflict with each other. 
 
Have students pair up into chevruta, and direct them to pick two values from the list that 
they brainstormed and explain how the values may seem in conflict with one another.  
Then, they should describe a way that this conflict could be resolved.  It may help to do 
an example of one of these such as justice and compassion.   
 
Chevrutot should share their work with each other, and the teacher should help them 
debrief.  Students should be encouraged to challenge other pairs as well as offer 
suggestions and ideas.   
 
This discussion should be used as a transition to understanding how values can, 
simultaneously, be seen as complementary and in conflict with one another.  Much of 
how one views this comparison depends on the lens through which they are looking.  
Beginning next lesson, and throughout this curriculum students will be encouraged to 
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look through their “American” lenses and their “Jewish” lenses – both separately and at 
once together. 
 
Part 2 
Divide students up into pairs and instruct them to divide the values brainstormed earlier 
in the class into two groups based on how they believe they should be separated.  Once 
they have placed every value into one of the two groups, they should title both.  Once 
they have done this, they should reshuffle the values and begin again.  This process 
should be repeated as many times as possible in the given time. 
 
After pairings have shared their titles with the entire group, they should be instructed to 
return to the pairs and reshuffle the values once again, and this time they will be given 
the titles for the two groups:  “American” and “Jewish.”  They should divide the list of 
values into two categories, “American” and “Jewish.” 
 
After pairings have completed this process, bring them together to share.  Using a 
chalkboard, whiteboard, or large pad of paper in the front of the room, divide the board 
into three parts labeled:  “American,” “Jewish,” “Both.”  (I would recommend not doing 
this until they have completed the activity, as seeing the word, “both,” might influence 
them to not work as hard to make distinctions.)  Ask each pairing to share one or two 
values that they clearly labeled “American,” one or two clearly labeled “Jewish,” and one 
or two that were the hardest to decide between.   
 
Have a discussion around these values, and explain that throughout the rest of the 
curriculum the students will be focusing on the value of justice.  By exploring justice, as 
it is situated in Jewish and American tradition, they will have the opportunity to better 
define their own relationship to Jewish and American traditions.  They’ll also be able 
have a better sense of how they can better incorporate justice into their lives. 
 
Activity (Alternative 2) 
JustAction.org, a website created by Hillel and Panim, offers great resources and lesson 
plans about Jewish and American views of justice.  One of the lesson plans on this site 
fits perfectly into this lesson, and I want to offer it as an alternative.  It is included in this 
guide as Unit 1 Appendix A, and can also be found on their website at 
http://www.justaction.org/lessonplans/index.htm. 
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Lesson 2:  What is Justice? 
*Scripted Lesson 
***Authentic Assessment 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT identify the sources of quotes about justice. 
• SWBAT compare and contrast American interpretations of justice with Jewish 

interpretations of justice.   
• SWBAT begin to construct their own definitions of justice. 
 
Materials 
• Paper 
• Pens 
• List of quotes about justice (provided in Unit 1 Resources) 
• Butcher paper 
• Markers 
 
Timeline 
0-10 minutes  Introduction:  Begin definitions of justice 
10-25 minutes Look at justice quotes and match to sources 
25-35 minutes Categorize justice quotes 
35-50 minutes Construct definition of justice 
50-60 minutes Conclusion:  Present definitions of justice 
 
Lesson 
0-10 minutes Introduction 
Ask the students to write down a definition of “justice.”  What does justice mean to 
them?  Invite them to share their definitions with each other, if time. 
 
10-25 minutes Look at justice quotes and match to sources 
Divide students into small groups or chevruta, and give them the “Justice Quote Sheet” 
found in Unit 1 Resources.  Instruct them to read the quotes, and match the names of 
the sources, found at the bottom of the sheet, to the quotes that they believe those 
sources authored.  After ten minutes, bring the group back together and go over the 
responses. 
   
25-35 minutes Categorize justice quotes 
In the same groups, ask students to put the different quotes into different categories 
based on how they think they are similar and different.  They should title each category, 
and present to each other. 
 
35-50 minutes Construct definition of justice 
Based on discussions the students have had throughout the lesson, they should begin 
to create their own definition of justice.  Students can do this as individuals, in small 
groups, or in one large group – try to decide how they will work best, or give them the 
option.  Allow students to be as creative as possible in constructing this definition.  Give 
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them butcher paper and markers, and encourage them to literally “cut and paste” pieces 
of the justice quotes they just looked at, and perhaps include part of their original 
definition, to create their own. 
 
50-60 minutes Conclusion:  Present definitions of justice 
After they’ve completed their construction, allow them to present it.  Then, collect the 
definition(s) and keep them to refer back to in the final unit. 
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Lesson 3:  Justice as the Call to Action 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT integrate a Jewish text that gives direction to pursue justice. 
• SWBAT begin to identify what informs their pursuit of justice. 
• SWBAT begin to decide how they’d like to pursue justice. 
 
Activity 1:  Text Studies 
 
Text Study A:  Genesis 2 
Lead students in a text study that discusses why we should act in the pursuit of justice.  
JustAction.org has great resources for this in their section, “Call to Action.”  I 
recommend using the text study from Genesis 2, found at 
http://www.justaction.org/torahstudy/call-to-action-text1.htm, and can be found it Unit 1 
Appendix B. 
 
Text Study B:  Genesis 18 
Read Genesis 18:19 with the students.  Discuss what God meant when God said that 
Abraham was commanded “to do righteousness and justice” (tzedek & mishpat).  Read 
the beginning of chapter 3, Genesis:  Abraham and ‘the Call’” in Judaism and Justice:  
The Jewish Passion to Repair the World (found in Unit 1 Resources). This will help 
guide the discussion about righteousness and mishpat, and how Abraham acted.  Then 
discuss how Abraham pursued justice in the story of Sodom and Gomorrah.   
 
Activity 2:  Ways to Act 
Discuss different ways that the students can act, and explain that they will study many 
of these methods throughout the curriculum.  JustAction.org has a list of actions and 
how to get involved on their website at 
http://www.justaction.org/actionguide/action/index.htm and can be found in Unit 1 
Appendix C.  Go through each of these actions with the students, discussing ways they 
might get involved.   
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Unit 1 Resources 
How Does my American and Jewish Identity 

Inform My Sense of Justice? 
 
Lesson 2:  What is Justice? 
 
Justice Quote Worksheet (for students) 
 
“Justice: 
1 a: the maintenance or administration of what is just especially by the impartial 
adjustment of conflicting claims or the assignment of merited rewards or punishments b: 
judge c: the administration of law ; especially : the establishment or determination of 
rights according to the rules of law or equity2 a: the quality of being just, impartial, or fair 
b (1): the principle or ideal of just dealing or right action (2): conformity to this principle 
or ideal : righteousness c: the quality of conforming to law3: conformity to truth, fact, or 
reason : correctness” 
 
“Justice, Justice, you shall pursue.” 
 
“Judicial power is never exercised for the purpose of giving effect to the will of the judge; 
always for the purpose of giving effect to the will of the legislature; or in other words, to 
the will of the law.” 
 
“You shall not render an unfair decision:  do not favor the poor or show deference to the 
rich; judge your kinsman fairly.” 
 
"It became clear to me that in regard to cruelties committed in the name of a free society 
some are guilty while all are responsible." 
 
“When the Holy One, Blessed Be, created the first person, God took and led Adam 
around all the trees of the Garden of Eden.  And God said to Adam:  ‘Look at My works!  
How beautiful and praiseworthy they are!  And everything I made, I created for you.  Be 
careful (though) that you don’t spoil or destroy My world – because if you spoil it, there’s 
nobody after you to fix it.’” 
 
“Social action by itself cannot guarantee Jewish survival.  But Judaism without social 
justice is an untended garden, an ancient relic, a monument to a dead faith.  I came to 
this work believing that.  I still do.  And I still believe that Judaism is our only real 
immortality.” 
 
“The role of women here today and the men who are our allies is to scale the great wall 
of gender apartheid. Because unless and until we scale that great barrier we will not 
eliminate the abuses of human rights that have dogged women every single day of  their 
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lives ... And no matter how steep the passage and discouraging the pace, I ask you 
never to give in and never to give up.” 
 
Source Bank 
Bella Abzug 
Benjamin Cardozo, Supreme Court Justice 
Deuteronomy 16:20 
Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, Rabbi and Social Justice Leader 
Leviticus 19:15 
Albert Vorspan, former Director of the Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism 
Merriam Webster Dictionary 
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Quotes About Justice (with sources cited) 
 
Justice: 
1 a: the maintenance or administration of what is just especially by the impartial 
adjustment of conflicting claims or the assignment of merited rewards or punishments b: 
judge c: the administration of law ; especially : the establishment or determination of 
rights according to the rules of law or equity2 a: the quality of being just, impartial, or fair 
b (1): the principle or ideal of just dealing or right action (2): conformity to this principle 
or ideal : righteousness c: the quality of conforming to law3: conformity to truth, fact, or 
reason : correctness5 
 
Tzedek, Tzedek, tirdof (Justice, Justice, you shall pursue)6 
 
“Judicial power is never exercised for the purpose of giving effect to the will of the judge; 
always for the purpose of giving effect to the will of the legislature; or in other words, to 
the will of the law.”7 
 
“You shall not render an unfair decision:  do not favor the poor or show deference to the 
rich; judge your kinsman fairly.”8 
 
"It became clear to me that in regard to cruelties committed in the name of a free society 
some are guilty while all are responsible."9 
 
“When the Holy One, Blessed Be, created the first person, God took and led Adam 
around all the trees of the Garden of Eden.  And God said to Adam:  ‘Look at My works!  
How beautiful and praiseworthy they are!  And everything I made, I created for you.  Be 
careful (though) that you don’t spoil or destroy My world – because if you spoil it, there’s 
nobody after you to fix it.’”10 
 
“Social action by itself cannot guarantee Jewish survival.  But Judaism without social 
justice is an untended garden, an ancient relic, a monument to a dead faith.  I came to 
this work believing that.  I still do.  And I still believe that Judaism is our only real 
immortality.”11 
 
“The role of women here today and the men who are our allies is to scale the great wall 
of gender apartheid. Because unless and until we scale that great barrier we will not 

                                                        

5 Merriam Webster Dictionary, http://www.merriam‐webster.com/dictionary/justice 
6 Deuteronomy 16:20 
7 Cardozo.  22 U.S. (9 Wheat.) 738, 866 (1824).  Found in Richard A. Posner, Cardozo:  A Study in Reputation 
(Chicago, 1990) p. 22. 
8 Leviticus 19:15 
9 From transcript of The Spiritual Audacity of Abraham Joshua Heschel. 
10 Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13, Quoted, p. 109,  Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice  
11 Vorspan, Albert. "In the Beginning: A Personal Memoir of Social Action and Reform Judaism in America." 
CCAR Journal: A Reform Jewish Quarterly LV (2008): 75‐93. 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eliminate the abuses of human rights that have dogged women every single day of  their 
lives ... And no matter how steep the passage and discouraging the pace, I ask you 
never to give in and never to give up.”12 
 
 

                                                        

12 Abzug, Bella.  “One Tough Broad from the Bronx:  An Oral History of Bella Abzug.”  
http://www.alternet.org/reproductivejustice/93746/%22one_tough_broad_from_the_bronx%22:_an_oral_hi
story_of_bella_abzug/?page=2 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Lesson 3:  Justice as the Call to Action 

 
Genesis 18:19 
 
“For I have selected him, so that he may teach his children and those who come after 
him to keep the way of Adonai, doing what is right and just, so that Adonai may fulfill for 
Abraham all that has been promised to him.” 
 
Abraham and “The Call” 
 
“The Torah identifies Abraham as the original ancestor of the Jewish people.  Simply 
put, he was the first Jew, and we are his descendents – spiritually, if not genetically – 
and the heirs to the legacy that he established.   
 
Sometimes it is hard, however, to recognize what of Abraham’s legacy remains present 
in today’s Judaism.  A great deal has changed.  For one thing, Abraham’s chief form of 
religious observances was the offering of animal sacrifices.  And his cultural practices – 
among them slavery and polygamy – were very different from ours.  So it is worth 
asking:  How did Abraham shape the Jewish tradition that we inherit today?  What is it 
about Abraham’s legacy that defines both him and us as Jews? 
 
The Torah suggests that Abraham’s selection as the emissary who would bear witness 
to the one God in the world is related to his willingness “to do what is right and just” 
(Gen. 18:19).  The word for righteousness in the Torah is tzedakah.  The word for 
justice is mishpat.  This is God’s call to Abraham:  to live a life of righteousness and 
justice.  If Abraham heeds this divine call, the Jewish people – Abraham’s spiritual 
offspring – will bring blessing into the world.  With Abraham, God begins to build a 
covenantal relationship with one family, a family that becomes the Jewish nation.  If one 
family can respond to God’s call “to do what is right and just,” perhaps the world can 
come to live that way as well.  Perhaps the Jewish people can become, in the prophet 
Isaiah’s famous words, “a light of the nations” (Isa. 42:6).”13 

                                                        

13 Sidney, Schwarz. Judaism and Justice: The Jewish Passion to Repair the World. 
Woodstock: Jewish Lights, 2006, p. 31‐32. 
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Unit 2   
Benjamin Cardozo 

Supreme Court Justice 
 
Enduring Understandings 
• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 

compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the Jewish 
community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s inception. 

• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating their 
understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can produce 
a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 
struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 

 
Essential Questions 
• How did Benjamin Cardozo’s Jewish upbringing and identity influence his practice as 

a judge in the American Judicial system? 
• How was Benjamin Cardozo’s sense of justice and equality informed by American 

ideals? 
• How can Benjamin Cardozo serve as a (Jewish) model for involvement in the 

American public sphere today? 
• In what ways was Benjamin Cardozo a coalesced Jewish American? 
 
Goals 
• To inform students of the life and achievements of Supreme Court Justice, Benjamin 

Cardozo. 
• To provide students with a background of Jewish contributions to the American 

public sphere via the story of Benjamin Cardozo. 
• To share a variety of examples of Jews who have had an impact on the American 

Judicial system. 
 
Outline of Lessons 
Lesson 1:  Who Was Benjamin Cardozo?   

*Scripted Lesson 
Lesson 2:  A Look at Cardozo’s Thinking 
Lesson 3:  Where Else Can I Find Examples of People Like Benjamin Cardozo?   
Lesson 4:  How Can I Apply What I’ve Learned About Benjamin Cardozo to 
Today?   

**Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 
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Background Information on Justice Benjamin Cardozo 
Benjamin Nathan Cardozo (1870-1938) was the second Jew to be appointed to the 
United States Supreme Court Justice in 1932, and served until his death in 1938. 
 
The Cardozo family had a strong legacy in the United States, and contributed greatly to 
its founding.  Benjamin’s great-great-grandfather, Aaron Nunez Cardozo arrived here in 
1752 after emigrating through London, and his great-grandfather, Isaac Nunez Cardozo, 
fought in the Revolutionary War.  One of his family members was a founding trustee for 
Columbia University, and another a founding member of the New York Stock Exchange.  
The Cardozo name was a distinguished one that had played a significant role in the 
early development of the United States. 
 
Benjamin Nathan Cardozo was born to parents Albert and Rebecca Nathan Cardozo, 
devout Jews and members of the Spanish-Portuguese Synagogue, Shearith Israel.  He 
had four older siblings:  Albert Jr., Ellen (Nell), Grace, and Elizabeth, as well as twin 
sister, Emily.  Albert was a judge and lawyer, and had a great influence on Benjamin’s 
own legal career.  However, both Albert and Rebecca died early ages, and Nell became 
a mother figure for all of the younger Cardozo siblings.   
 
Cardozo became a bar mitzvah in 1883 at Shearith Israel after he studied with its 
religious leader, Rev. Henry Pereira Mendes.  An activist inside and outside of the 
Jewish community, Mendes imparted Jewish values of moral living unto his students.  
He dictated the “Three R’s of Judaism:  Reverence, Righteousness and 
Responsibility.”14     Though Cardozo became less religious a year or two after he 
became a bar mitzvah, he always considered himself to be a proud Jew.  He remained 
a member of Shearith Israel, and showed sincere gratitude to Mendes for all that he had 
taught him.  The universal principles of morality imbedded within Mendes’ teaching 
influenced Cardozo throughout his life and career. 
 
Soon after becoming a bar mitzvah, Cardozo began to be tutored by famed author and 
social activist, Horatio Alger Jr.  Alger exposed the stories of poor, impoverished 
newsboys and was a critic of “cutthroat capitalist competition.”15  Cardozo was certainly 
impacted by the strong work ethic and attitude toward justice of his tutor. 
 
He began Columbia College at age 15, and graduated near the top of his class at age 
19.  He immediately went to Columbia Law School, but left after two years.  Early in his 
career, Cardozo was a successful trial lawyer at his father’s old firm.  He mostly served 

                                                        

14 H. Pereira Mendes, Bar Mitzvah for Boyhood, Youth and Manhood (New York, 1938). 
Found in Richard Pollenberg, The World of Benjamin Cardozo:  Personal Values and the 
Judicial Process (Cambridge, 1997) p. 17. 

15 Richard Pollenberg, The World of Benjamin Cardozo:  Personal Values and the Judicial 
Process (Cambridge, 1997) p. 22. 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the Jewish business and legal community, and had an excellent reputation among the 
bar.   
 
In 1913 Cardozo was elected justice for the Supreme Court of New York.  Many believe 
his Jewish background and fresh sense of liberalism were the reasons behind his 
election, and still most will argue it was due to excellence and integrity.  A month later 
he was appointed as an interim judge to the New York Court of Appeals, the highest 
court in New York State, and in 1917 he was elected to the seat with ringing 
endorsement from both political parties.  He soon became known as one of the nation’s 
leading common law judges, and was well regarded by all.  In 1927 he was elected 
chief judge to the New York Court of Appeals. 
 
President Hoover appointed Cardozo to the United States Supreme Court in 1932 to fill 
the seat of Oliver Wendell Holmes.  Some could not understand why Hoover, a 
Republican, would choose a liberal Democrat like Cardozo for the seat.  However, most 
legal minds and public media alike agreed that he was the best candidate for the job. 
 
As a Supreme Court Justice Cardozo was extremely well regarded.  A reserved man, 
he held to his views without offending others.  Biographer Richard Posner described 
him as, “a cautious liberal, a moderate progressive, holding slightly advanced views for 
his day but not holding them with such passion as might have made him angry with 
people who disagreed.”16  Some have ranked Cardozo as one of the most respectable 
Supreme Court Justices of all time. 
 
Though he remained a committed Jew, Cardozo was not religiously observant as an 
adult.  He served on the boards of American Friends of Hebrew University in Palestine 
and the American Jewish Committee.  Though not a fervent Zionist, he did support the 
Zionist Organization of America.  His understanding of justice and morality was certainly 
made an impact on his Jewish upbringing, and played a role, though sometimes quiet 
role, in his legal career and organizational membership. 
  
 
This biography was compiled using the following sources:   
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/cardozo.html 
http://www.courts.state.ny.us/history/Cardozo.htm 
http://www.ssa.gov/history/cardozo.htm 
Richard Pollenberg, The World of Benjamin Cardozo:  Personal Values and the Judicial 
Process (Cambridge, 1997)  
Richard A Posner. Cardozo:  A Study in Reputation (Chicago, IL. 1990), Chapter 1.

                                                        

16 Richard A. Posner, Cardozo:  A Study in Reputation (Chicago, 1990) p. 9. 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Lesson 1:  Who Was Benjamin Cardozo? 
*Scripted Lesson 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT describe important events in Benjamin Cardozo’s life, including his 

childhood and Jewish upbringing as well as his law and judicial career. 
• SWBAT explain basic principles of Cardozo’s beliefs on equality and justice. 
• SWBAT determine central aspects and origins of Cardozo’s identity and value 

system. 
 
Materials (See Unit 2 Resources for writings and pictures) 
• Advanced Organizer 
• Old looking box or old looking suitcase to store items in 
• Family Tree of Cardozo Family 
• Picture of baby Benjamin with twin sister, Emily, and mother, Rebecca 
• Picture of Benjamin at age 12 
• “The Dream,” a poem written by Benjamin after his mother’s death 
• Excerpt of instructions to Bar Mitzvah boys from Henry Pereira Mendes, religious 

leader of Cardozo’s synagogue, Shearith Israel 
• Time Magazine Cover of Cardozo 
• Picture of Cardozo as an adult 
• Writings from Cardozo 
 
Timeline 
0-5 minutes  Introduction 
5-30 minutes  Inquiry Activity 
30-45 minutes Debrief Inquiry Activity 
45-55 minutes Answer Students’ Questions 
55-60 minutes Wrap Up 
 
Lesson 
0-5 minutes  Introduction  
Present students with an old box or old suitcase labeled “Estate of Benjamin Nathan 
Cardozo.”  In the box will be a number of items (see Materials list and Unit 2 Resources) 
associated with important moments and events in Cardozo’s life.  Have students sort 
through the items – looking at pictures, reading short pieces of writing and handling 
memorabilia – using the Advanced Organizer (found in Unit 2 Resources) in order to 
organize and describe the items. 
 
5-30 minutes Inquiry Activity 
Give students the following instructions for searching through the “Estate” and using the 
Advanced Organizer: 
Examine each item found in the “Estate of Benjamin Nathan Cardozo,” and list them in 
the chart below.  Then fill out the chart to the best of your ability, sometimes making 
educated guesses based on what you see.  In the section labeled, “American” Jewish” 
“Both” “Unidentifiable,” you should decide which aspect of Cardozo’s identity this item 
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represents.  Some items may represent both, and some may be too hard to know, so 
you can mark it accordingly.   
 
Depending on how many students are in the class, you may want to break them up into 
a few groups.  You can give each group a few items at a time, and then have them 
rotate around in order to view each of the items.   
 
30-45 minutes Debrief Inquiry Activity 
After students have gone through each of the items, bring them all together to debrief 
what they’ve just discovered.  Invite students to describe the item that they found to be 
the most interesting, and have them go through the chart answering each of the 
questions except for the one in the last column.  (They can do this individually or in 
groups if they were divided during the Inquiry.)   
 
45-55 minutes Answer Students’ Questions 
Finally, once the class has gone through a number of items, invite the students to ask 
the questions they wrote in the final column, “What questions would you want to ask 
Cardozo based on this item?”  Try to answer each question to the best of your ability 
based on your own knowledge and the information found in the biographical sources 
listed above.  For less fact-based questions, you might invite students to try to answer 
each other’s questions, engaging in a discussion about Cardozo’s life. 
 
55-60 minutes Wrap Up 
Cardozo took the law very seriously, and applied his American and Jewish morals and 
ethics to legal decisions he made.  Next lesson, we’ll take a look at how his philosophy 
of judgment applies to Jewish and American tradition. 
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Lesson 2:  A Look at Cardozo’s Thinking 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT reference a piece of Biblical law that is applicable to modern law. 
• SWBAT analyze the meaning behind the law through both religious and secular 

lenses. 
• SWBAT justify Cardozo’s use of that piece of law within the confines of both Jewish 

and American tradition. 
 
Activity 
Divide students into small groups, and give each group a copy of “Daf Cardozo” (found 
in Unit 2 Resources) to study.  Each group will look at the Biblical quote located in the 
center of the page.  Then, they will work their way around the page reading the 
commentary, answering questions, and adding their own commentary when 
appropriate.  Toward the end of the lesson, bring the groups together and debrief as a 
large group. 
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Lesson 3:  Where Else Are There Examples of People Like 
Benjamin Cardozo?   
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT name some prominent Jewish lawyers and judges that have had an impact 

on the American public sphere throughout history. 
• SWBAT compare and contrast Benjamin Cardozo’s sense of Jewish and American 

identity with another Jewish lawyer and/or judge as well as their sense of justice. 
• SWBAT compare and contrast Benjamin Cardozo’s impact on the American public 

sphere with another Jewish lawyer and/or judge. 
 
Activity 
Alternative 1:  Jig Saw Study of Biographies 
Choose three people listed under Biographies of Jewish Lawyers and Judges in the Unit 
2 Resources section to study.  Divide students into three groups, and give each group 
the short biography of one of the people.  Have each group read the biography, 
determine the main points of that person’s life and career, and decide how the person is 
similar and different to Benjamin Cardozo. 
 
After students have gone through the biographies, rearrange the groups so that at least 
one representative from each of the previous groups is in the new group.  Students 
should report to their new group members about the people they studied in the previous 
group.  This way, all of the students get to learn about all three people! 
 
Once students have reported to each other and discussed the similarities and 
differences among the people and Cardozo, bring the class back together as a large 
group.  Go over the comparisons and contrasts they made between the people and 
Cardozo, and be sure to highlight aspects of identity and impact on the American public 
sphere. 
 
Alternative 2:  Cyber Study of Biographies 
If you have access to computers and the Internet, divide students into chevruta or small 
groups and assign each of them a person listed under Biographies of Jewish Lawyers 
and Judges in the Unit 2 Resources section to research on the Internet.  Provide the 
suggested website from the list, and encourage them to find other resources on the 
Internet. 
 
After they’ve done their research, have them report to each other about the person they 
researched.  Once students have reported to each other, have them discuss the 
similarities and differences among the people and Cardozo.  Go over the comparisons 
and contrasts they made between the people and Cardozo, and be sure to highlight 
aspects of identity and impact on the American public sphere. 
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Lesson 4:  How Can I Apply What I’ve Learned About 
Benjamin Cardozo to Today?   
*Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT interview current lawyer(s) and/or judge(s) about their sense of Jewish and 

American identity and their impact on the American public sphere. 
• SWBAT propose an ideal model of morality and justice for a Jewish legal 

professional. 
• SWBAT assess how the models of Jewish and American identity articulated by 

Cardozo and other Jewish lawyers and judge might fit into their sense of identity. 
 
Activity:  Panel of Modern Day Jewish Legal Professionals  
Invite a panel of judges and/or lawyers to meet with the students and speak about how 
their Jewish and American identity impacts their career.*  Provide members of the panel 
with questions that will be posed as well as information about Benjamin Cardozo and 
what the students have been studying ahead of time.   
 
*Recommendations for the panel: 
• Three people would be an ideal number for your panel, but could easily be done with 

one or two people as well. 
• It would be helpful if the panel has a mixture of judges and lawyers. 
• Try to be sensitive to gender equality. 
• Try to meet the panel in a courtroom to help in creating a memorable moment. 
• Try to get any members of your congregation who work in the legal profession, this 

will really help bring it home to the students, and is a great way to involve other 
members of your congregation. 

• See Modern Jewish Lawyers and Judges in Unit 2 Resources to find resources 
where you can search for legal professionals in your community. 

 
Possible Variations for Moderating the Panel 
Variation 1:  Students Prepare Questions and Moderate Together 
If there is time to prepare in advance, have the students brainstorm questions that they 
would want to ask the panel members based on what they’ve learned about Cardozo 
and other judges and lawyers.  Assign different students to ask specific questions, and 
have one student serve as the moderator.  This is the preferred variation as it will give 
students leadership roles, and allow them to apply what they have learned from 
previous lessons while creating questions.  
 
Variation 2:  You, the Teacher Act as the Moderator 
If there is no time for students to prepare questions in advance, choose this variation.  
Prepare the questions and send them to the members of the panel in advance.  Pose 
each question to the panel, and give them a specific amount of time to respond to it.  
After the predetermined questions have been answered, invite the students to ask 
questions.  Here are some suggested questions to pose to the panel: 
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• How does Benjamin Cardozo serve as a model for you in your career? 
• Cardozo had a strong Jewish upbringing.  What, if anything, from your childhood has 

had an impact on your career?  (Jewish and secular) 
• Cardozo had high standards of morality.  What is your sense of morality and how 

does it play out in your practice? 
• Clearly, “justice” played a strong role in Cardozo’s career.  How do you define 

“justice?” 
• How, if at all, does Judaism influence your career? 
• How, if at all, does your sense of Americanism influence your career? 
 
Debrief Panel and Unit 
After meeting with the panel be sure to have a reflection conversation that synthesizes 
the entire unit with the students.  (This could happen immediately after the panel or 
during the following session.)  Here are some suggested questions to guide the 
conversation: 
 
• How were members of our panel similar to Cardozo?  How were they different? 
• Were they more similar to any of the other lawyers/judges we studied?  How so? 
• Of all of the people we’ve met and studied, whose story is most compelling to you?  

How so? 
• How has Judaism enhanced people’s legal careers?  How has it gotten in the way? 
• Do you agree that it’s important for a person’s Jewish identity to have an impact on 

the work they do in the legal system?  Why/why not? 
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Unit 1 Resources 
Benjamin Cardozo 

Supreme Court Justice 
 
Lesson 1:  Who Was Benjamin Cardozo? 
 
Advanced Organizer 
Examine each item found in the “Estate of Benjamin Nathan Cardozo,” and list them in 
the chart below.  Then fill out the chart to the best of your ability, sometimes making 
educated guesses based on what you see.  In the section labeled, “American” Jewish” 
“Both” “Unidentifiable,” you should decide which aspect of Cardozo’s identity this item 
represents.  Some items may represent both, and some may be too hard to know, so 
you can mark it accordingly.  Be sure to examine every item in the “Estate,” as they 
each represent important moments in Cardozo’s life.  
 
Item 
Description 

Time 
period of 
Cardozo’s 
life 

What does 
this tell you 
about this 
time period 
of 
Cardozo’s 
life? 

“American” 
“Jewish” 
“Both” 
“Unidentifiable” 

What does 
this tell you 
about 
Cardozo’s 
background, 
beliefs and/or 
identity? 

What 
questions 
would you 
want to ask 
Cardozo 
based on 
this item? 
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Materials in “Estate of Benjamin Nathan Cardozo” 
Cardozo Family Tree  
  Aaron Nunez 

Cardozo  
(emigrated from 
London in 1752) 

   

  Isaac Nunez 
Cardozo  
(fought in 
American 

Revolutionary 
War) 

   

  Grandfather 
Cardozo 

   

  Judge Albert 
Cardozo 

Rebecca 
Nathan 

  

Albert 
Cardozo Jr. 

Ellen “Nell” 
Cardozo 

Grace 
Cardozo 

Elizabeth 
Cardozo 

Benjamin 
Cardozo 

Emily 
Cardozo 

 
 
“The Dream,” a poem written by Cardozo in late 1879/early 1880 shortly after his 
mother pasted away 
 

Seizing hold of the pen, for I never knew fear 
The subject said he Sir said I the New Year, 
Begin Sir –  
Each coming year brings new delight 
-- What now is that, twas Aunty said goodnight. 
Aunty I wish you had not said goodnight 
You have aroused me from a worlds delight 
Both spirits and dreams have flown away 
Perhaps to come some other day 
And when they do promise truly then 
You shall heare more from 
Master Ben17 

 
Excerpts from Henry Pereira Mendes’ instructions to Bar Mitzvah Students 
 

“I will, to the best of my ability, all my life live according to the spirit and word of 
God.  I’ll do my best to set the right example by making my personal life and my 
home life loving and my business life, when by and by I enter business, honorable. 

                                                        

17 Hellman, George C. Benjamin N. Cardozo:  American Judge (New York, 1940), p. 16.  Found 
in Richard Pollenberg, The World of Benjamin Cardozo:  Personal Values and the Judicial 
Process (Cambridge, 1997) p. 12‐13. 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“Therefore you never will be a sneak at school, or a moral coward in business; you 
will never be ashamed of your religion and try to hide it. 
 
“We consecrate ourselves and our lives when we have the moral courage to speak 
out for what is right and pure, to speak out against what is wrong and impure.”18  

 
Writings from Cardozo 
 

“Judicial power is never exercised for the purpose of giving effect to the will of the 
judge; always for the purpose of giving effect to the will of the legislature; or in other 
words, to the will of the law.”19 

 
“The great treasures for jurisprudence” that are “buried in the Holy Land 
“Do not heed a popular cry to convict, nor decide a cause either to please the powerful or 
to favor the poor 
“Abhor a false cause and condemn not to death the man once acquitted or the man that is 
innocent 
“Do not oppress a stranger; ye knew a stranger’s life; ye were yourselves strangers in the 
land of Egypt 
“Its sustenance from the roots of morality and custom 
“Law, human and divine, has been craving of the Hebrew spirit 
“Law is in touch with the Eternities”20 

 
“The judge even when he is free, is not wholly free.  He is not to innovate at pleasure.  
He is not a knight-errant roaming at will in pursuit of his own ideal of beauty or of 
goodness… He is not to yield to spasmodic sentiment, to vague and unregulated 
benevolence.”21 

 

                                                        

18 H. Pereira Mendes, Bar Mitzvah for Boyhood, Youth and Manhood (New York, 1938). 
Found in Richard Pollenberg, The World of Benjamin Cardozo:  Personal Values and the 
Judicial Process (Cambridge, 1997) p. 17. 

19 22 U.S. (9 Wheat.) 738, 866 (1824).  Found in Richard A. Posner, Cardozo:  A Study in 
Reputation (Chicago, 1990) p. 22. 

20 Cardozo, “Reflections upon a School of Jurisprudence at the Hebrew University (1928), 
Cardozo MSS, Box 13. Found in Richard Pollenberg, The World of Benjamin Cardozo:  
Personal Values and the Judicial Process (Cambridge, 1997) p. 177‐178. 

21 Cardozo, The Nature of the Judicial Process (New Haven, 1921), pp. 174‐175.  Found in 
Richard Pollenberg, The World of Benjamin Cardozo:  Personal Values and the Judicial 
Process (Cambridge, 1997) p. 87. 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Images of Cardozo 
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*See Unit 2 Appendix B for Cardozo’s childhood pictures
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Lesson 2:  Where Else Are There Examples of People Like 
Benjamin Cardozo?   
 
Biographies of Jewish Lawyers and Judges  
 
Louis Brandeis (Supreme Court Justice) 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Brandeis.html 
 
Steven Breyer (Supreme Court Justice) 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/breyer.html 
 
Alan Dershowitz (Lawyer and Author)  
http://www.alandershowitz.com/biography.php 
 
Abe Fortas (Supreme Court Justice) 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/fortas.html 
 
Felix Frankfurter (Supreme Court Justice) 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/frankfurter.html 
 
Ruth Bader Ginsberg (Supreme Court Justice) 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Ginsburg.html 
 
Arthur Goldberg (Supreme Court Justice) 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/AGoldberg.html 
 
Samuel Leibowitz (Lawyer) 
http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/scottsboro/SB_bLieb.html 
 
Louis Marshall (Lawyer and Activist) 
http://www.cjh.org/nhprc/LouisMarshall.html 
 
Judith Sheindlin (Judge Judy) 
http://www.judgejudy.com/profiles_of_justice.php 
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Lesson 4:  How Can I Apply What I’ve Learned About 
Benjamin Cardozo to Today?   
 
Modern Jewish Lawyers and Judges  
American Jewish Committee, contact the chapter nearest you to get names of 
members: 
http://www.ajc.org/site/c.ijITI2PHKoG/b.789097/k.C8E7/Chapters.htm 
 
The American Association of Jewish Lawyers and Jurists member search: 
http://www.jewishlawyers.org/search.asp?search=new 
 
 The International Association of Jewish Lawyers and Jurists member search: 
http://www.jlawyers.org/find_lawyer.php 
 
Google “Jewish Law Students Association” for a local chapter of this organization, and 
contact the local chapter for a list of alumni. 
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Unit 3 
Bella Abzug 

Political Activist 
 

Enduring Understandings  
• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 

compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the Jewish 
community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s inception. 

• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating their 
understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can produce 
a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 
struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 

    
Essential Questions 
• How can Bella Abzug serve as a (Jewish) model for involvement in the American 

public sphere? 
• How can I stand up for issues of social justice important to me and make my voice 

heard? 
• How can my Jewish background inform my pursuit for social justice in the American 

public sphere? 
 
Goals 
• To inform students of the life and achievements of social justice activist, Bella 

Abzug. 
• To give students a sense of how Abzug’s Jewish and American identity informed her 

commitment to social justice. 
• To provide students with a background of contributions made by Jews to social 

justice issues in the American public sphere via the story of Bella Abzug. 
  
Outline of Lessons 
Lesson 1:  Who Was Bella Abzug?   
Lesson 2:  Where Else Can I Find Examples of People Like Bella Abzug?   

*Scripted Lesson 
Lesson 3:  What Did Bella Abzug Do? 
Lesson 4:  How Can I Apply What I’ve Learned About Bella Abzug to Today?   

**Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 
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Background Information on Bella Abzug 
 
Born in the Bronx on July 24, 1920, Bella (Savitzky) Abzug predated women's right to 
vote by one month. A fighter for justice and peace, equal rights, human dignity, 
environmental integrity, and sustainable development, Bella Abzug has advanced 
human goals and political alliances worldwide. 
 
Known by her colleagues as a "passionate perfectionist," Bella's idealism and activism 
grew out of childhood influences and experiences. From her earliest years, she 
understood the nature of power and the fact that politics is not an isolated, individualist 
adventure. She was a natural leader, even as a girl among competitive boys. 
 
In synagogue with her maternal grandfather, Wolf Taklefsky, who was her babysitter 
and first mentor, Bella's beautiful voice and keen memory delighted her elders with the 
brilliance of her prayers, and her ability to read Hebrew and daven [pray]. Although 
routinely dispatched to the women's place behind the mechitzah [curtain separating 
women from men in a place of prayer], by the time she was eight, she was an 
outstanding student in the Talmud Torah school she attended, and a community star. 
 
Her Hebrew schoolteacher, Levi Soshuk, recruited her to a left-wing labor Zionist group, 
Hashomer Hatzair [the young guard]. By the time she was eleven, Bella and her gang of 
socialist Zionists planned to go to Israel together as a kibbutz community… they raised 
money for a Jewish homeland with Abzug in the lead. At subway stops, she gave 
impassioned speeches, and people tended to give generously to the earnest, well-
spoken girl.  
 
Hitler came to power the year her father Emanuel died, and Bella emerged as an 
outspoken thirteen-year-old girl-child willing to break the rules. Prohibited by tradition 
from saying Kaddish for her father in synagogue, Bella did so anyway. Every morning 
before school for a year, she attended synagogue and davened. The congregants 
looked askance and never did approve, but nobody ever stopped her. She just did what 
she needed to do for her father, who had no son-and learned a lesson for life: Be bold, 
be brazen, be true to your heart. She advised others: "People may not like it, but no one 
will stop you." 
 
Bella's mother supported her rebellion — all her rebellions. Esther Savitzky appreciated 
her younger daughter's talents and encouraged her every interest. By the age of 
thirteen, a leader in the crusade for women's rights, equal space, dignity, and 
empowerment for girls was in active training.  
 
She was elected class president at Walton High School in 1937 and student 
government president of Hunter College in 1941.  A political science major, Bella was 
active in the American Student Union and was an early and ardent champion of civil 
rights and civil liberties. At Hunter, she was at the center of a permanent circle of friends 
who remained political activists and lifelong champions of causes for women, peace, 
and justice.  
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With her brilliant college record and leadership awards, Bella won a scholarship to 
Columbia University Law School. (Harvard, her first choice, turned her down-its law 
school did not accept women until 1952.) Her record at Columbia was splendid. She 
became an editor of the Law Review, and her reputation as tough, combative, diligent, 
and dedicated grew.  
 
Bella met Martin Abzug while visiting relatives in Miami after her graduation from 
Hunter. They married on June 4, 1944. He admired her integrity, vision, and combative 
style, and until his death remained her steadfast supporter. For forty-two years, their 
marriage, based on love, respect, and a generosity of spirit unrivaled in political circles, 
enabled Bella's activities. 
 
Immediately after law school, Bella joined a labor law firm that represented union locals.  
During the 1950s, Bella Abzug was one of very few independent attorneys willing to 
take "Communist" cases. With Martin's encouragement, she opened her own office, and 
defended teachers, entertainment, radio, and Hollywood personalities assaulted during 
the witch-hunt. 
 
She also defended Willie McGee. In an internationally celebrated case, McGee, a black 
Mississippian, was falsely accused of raping a white woman with whom he had a long-
term consensual relationship. Abzug appealed the case before the Supreme Court and 
achieved two stays of execution when she argued that "Negroes were systematically 
excluded from jury service." But she did not achieve a change of venue, and after the 
third trial and conviction, all appeals were denied. 
 
In 1961, Abzug and her friends from Hunter joined others to create Women Strike for 
Peace. For the next decade, they lobbied for a nuclear test ban treaty, mobilized against 
Strontium-90 in milk, and protested against the war in Indochina. During the 1960s, 
Abzug became a prominent national speaker against the poverty, racism, and violence 
that mocked the promise of democracy in America. 
 
A leading reform Democrat, a successful attorney, a popular grass-roots activist, Abzug 
was urged to run for Congress, which she agreed to do at the age of fifty in 1970.  
Representing women, justice, and peace, she cast her first vote for the Equal Rights 
Amendment.  
 
The first member of Congress to call for Nixon's impeachment, Abzug helped 
journalists, historians, and citizens to combat the disinformation, misinformation, and 
generally abusive tactics that marked so much of the Cold War and blocked for so long 
the path toward human rights. 
 
Above all, Abzug achieved splendid victories for women. She initiated the congressional 
caucus on women's issues, helped organize the National Women's Political Caucus, 
and served as chief strategist for the Democratic Women's Committee, which achieved 
equal representation for women in all elective and appointive posts, including 



And Justice For All  Unit 3 

                 31 

presidential conventions. She wrote the first law banning discrimination against women 
in obtaining credit, credit cards, loans, and mortgages, and introduced pioneering bills 
on comprehensive childcare, Social Security for homemakers, family planning, and 
abortion rights. In 1975, she introduced an amendment to the Civil Rights Act to include 
gay and lesbian rights. 
 
Reelected for three terms, Abzug served from 1971 to 1977 and was acknowledged by 
a U.S. News & World Report survey of House members as the "third most influential" 
House member. In a 1977 Gallup poll, she was named one of the twenty most influential 
women of the world.  
 
After Abzug was defeated in a four-way primary race for the Senate in 1976 by less 
than one percent, President Carter appointed her chair of the National Commission on 
the Observance of International Women's Year, and later co chair of the National 
Advisory Commission for Women.  She also led the fight against the  Zionism Is Racism 
resolution passed in 1975, which was finally repealed in 1985 in Nairobi. Long active in 
supporting Israel, especially in Congress and in Israeli-U.S.-Palestine peace efforts, she 
insisted that Zionism was a liberation movement. Always controversial, her definition of 
Zionism embraced the international peace movement represented in Israel by 
Shulamith Aloni and others who promoted the peace process. 
 
Most recently, as co-creator and president of the Women's Environmental and 
Development Organization (WEDO), a global organization, Abzug galvanized and 
helped transform the United Nations agenda regarding women and their concerns for 
human rights, economic justice, population, development, and the environment. WEDO 
represents the culmination of her lifelong career as public activist and stateswoman. 
 
Bella Abzug's understanding of the need for an international network of women working 
across this troubled planet for decency, justice, and peace has fortified a global 
sisterhood never before imagined. With a song in her throat and a very high heart, 
Abzug is a boundless source of hope for the future. She lives every day to the fullest 
and blesses every day with the spiritual fervor of her responsibility and commitment to 
all people-one life, one weave.  
 
This is an edited version of a biography written by Blanche Wiesen Cook for 
Jewish Virtual Library.  For the full biography please see: 
 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/abzug.html 
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Lesson 1:  Who Was Bella Abzug? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT describe important events in Bella Abzug’s life, including her childhood and 

Jewish upbringing as well as her career in social justice and political activism. 
• SWBAT draw conclusions about the reasons for Abzug’s commitment to social 

justice based on her upbringing.  
 
 
Activity 
Show the video “Intimate Portrait:  Bella Abzug” to your students and discuss it.  The 
video’s length is one hour.  If your class period is longer than an hour, you can discuss it 
immediately following the viewing.  However if your class is one hour or less you may 
want to watch only parts of the video or divide this lesson between two class periods.  
Included in Unit 3 Resources is a “Viewing Sheet,” complete with questions that 
students should be able to answer about Abzug based on the video.  I recommend 
giving this sheet to the students to fill out as they watch the video, and then they can 
use it as a guide during the discussion.     
 
A copy of the video is available on DVD with the copy of this Curriculum Guide in the 
Tartak Resource Center at Hebrew Union College, Los Angeles.  To obtain a copy 
please contact the Tartak Resource Center at 213-765-2192 or search for it on their 
website at http://www.huc.edu/tartak.  
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Lesson 2:  Where Else Can I Find Examples of People Like 
Bella Abzug?   

*Scripted Lesson 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT name Jewish women who have paved the way in politics and activism. 
• SWBAT compare and contrast the experiences of various Jewish women who were 

political activists. 
• SWBAT construct the ultimate Jewish woman political activist. 
 
Materials 
• Three computers with sound & internet 
• Butcher paper 
• Markers 
 
Timeline 
0-10 minutes  Introduction:  Bella’s political involvement 
10-30 minutes Research Jewish women who were/are political activists 
30-45 minutes Present research to classmates 
45-60 minutes Wrap-up:  The Ultimate Jewish Woman Political Activist 
 
Lesson 
0-5 minutes  Introduction:  Jewish Women in Politics 
Ask students to think about and share names of Jewish women who they know (famous 
or not) that are politically involved.  They can share what the women are passionate 
about, and how they think they have been so successful. 
 
5-30 minutes Research Jewish women who were/are political activists 
Divide the students into three groups, each of which will be assigned a Jewish woman 
to research, Joanne Alter, Judi Hirshfield-Bartek, Madalyn Schenk.  They will study their 
assigned woman using the Internet links provided in Unit 3 Resources, and answer the 
questions on the “Jewish Women Political Activists Questionnaire Sheet” also found in 
Unit 3 Resources.  They should be prepared to give a short 5-minute presentation about 
the woman they study to the rest of the class. 
 
30-45 minutes Present research to classmates 
Based on the information compiled on their Questionnaire Sheet, each group should 
present on the woman they researched.  They should give information about her 
background and accomplishments, and explain how Judaism influenced her work.  They 
should also be sure to compare/contrast her with Bella, and give their opinion on her 
and her work.  Students should be encouraged to ask each other questions. 
 
45-60 minutes Wrap-up:  The Ultimate Jewish Woman Political Activist 
After all of the presentations are through, explain to the students that they’re going to 
create the ultimate Jewish woman political activist.  Give them butcher paper and 
markers and tell them to be extremely creative!  They should take the best attributes 
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from each of the four women that they’ve studied to create this Ultimate Woman.  For 
example, you might prompt them by asking: 
• What would she say? 
• Where would she be? 
• Who would she be with? 
• Which causes would she focus on? 
 
Students should work on this together as one large group in order to have a rich 
experience of debating what the most important aspects are! 
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Lesson 3:  What Did Bella Abzug Do? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT describe the cause of women’s rights in garment factories supported by 

Women’s Environment & Development Organization (WEDO), which was founded 
by Bella Abzug. 

• SWBAT compare and contrast issues faced by garment workers today with those 
faced by workers in the early 20th Century.   

• SWBAT decide how they might advocate for women’s rights in garment factories 
today. 

 
Activity 
This lesson affords students to learn how an organization that was created by Abzug is 
functioning today.  It also links the issue of women garment workers to an important 
period in Jewish history, when many Jewish immigrants worked in the garment 
factories.  Finally, labor law was one of the first things that Abzug took on in her career, 
so this helps bring to life an issue near and dear to her heart.   
 
Have the students look at the “No Schvitz” booklet published by the Progressive Jewish 
Alliance (PJA) ( Found in Unit 3 Appendix B), or other resources provided by the PJA 
listed in Unit 3 Resources.  While the entire booklet is worth reading, I will suggest a few 
sections that are key to highlight.  (Students may want to look through the entire booklet 
prior to meeting with a representative in Lesson 4, or to help prepare for presentations 
in Unit 5.) 
 
Sections to highlight: 
• “For Every Ten Jews, Eleven Opinions” (p. 4) 
• “Sweatshops” (p. 5-6) 
• “Triangle Shirtwaist Factory” (p. 8-9) 
• “Point/Counterpoint” (p. 23) 
• “Be a Mensch:  Do Your Part” (p. 25) *This page will be extremely helpful when 

preparing for meeting with a representative in Lesson 4. 
 
Students should also look at materials put out by WEDO through their Corporate 
Campaigns.  They can compare information about today’s conditions with those of the 
early 20th Century described in “No Schvitz.”  WEDO’s resources will also help prepare 
them for meeting with a representative to discuss labor law issues.  See Unit 3 
Resources for links to WEDO’s Corporate Campaigns. 
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Lesson 4:  How Can I Apply What I’ve Learned About Bella 
Abzug to Today?   

**Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 

 
Objectives 
• SWBAT demonstrate a working knowledge of workers’ rights issues. 
• SWBAT argue for legislation in favor of workers’ rights. 
 
Activity 
This is a multi-part lesson that utilizes what the students learned in Lesson 2 of this 
Unit.  Following up on that lesson about garment workers, provide an opportunity for 
students prepare for their meeting with a government representative.  You should 
arrange ahead of time for your students to meet with a representative on the local, state 
or even federal level.  Find out which workers’ rights issues are most relevant to the 
branch of government you’ll be focusing on, and provide background information for the 
students to help them prepare their arguments.   
 
For example, if your students meet with your local member of the House of 
Representatives, you might have them discuss “Decent Working Conditions and Fair 
Competition Act.”  This is a bill that ultimately died in committee that sought to prohibit 
the import or export of goods that were made by sweatshop labor.  Information about 
this bill can be found in Unit 3 Resources.  Students could try to persuade their 
congressperson that this bill should be pursued again.     
 
Another example could be if students meet with a state or local representative to 
discuss raising minimum wage to a “living wage.”  Included in Unit 3 Resources is a link 
to a living wage calculator and information about the living wage campaign. 
 
 
 



And Justice For All  Unit 3 Resources 

                 37 

Unit 3 Resources 
Bella Abzug 

Political Activist 
 
Lesson 1:  Who Was Bella Abzug? 
 
Viewing Sheet 
(Suggested answers are in blue) 
 
What sense of justice was Bella raised with? 
(Immigrant sense of justice) 
 
Where did her strong sense of religion come from? 
(Her grandfather) 
 
What was one of the earliest causes for which Bella fought? 
(Zionism, a woman’s right to say Kaddish for her father) 
 
What was Bella like as a teenager? 
(Tomboy, a leader, popular) 
 
Why did she want to be a lawyer? 
(To set things right) 
 
Why did she leave labor law? 
(To fight McCarthyism, pursue social justice) 
 
What happened to Bella during the Willie McGee case? 
(She spent the night in a bus station, the KKK hunted her, she lost the case, she lost 
her baby) 
 
How did she impart her views of social justice onto her daughters? 
(To live it everyday, everything you do and say must stem from that) 
 
What did Women Strike For Peace protest against? 
(Nuclear testing) 
 
Were they successful?  How do you know? 
(Yes, when JFK signed the bill to ban nuclear testing, he remarked on the impact the 
women had on his decision) 
 
Why did Bella run for office? 
(She was sick of the men who she helped get elected never giving her a chance to 
lead!) 
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What was the first thing she did in public office? 
(End the Vietnam War) 
 
What was she the first congressperson to do? 
(Call for Nixon’s impeachment) 
 
Why was she successful in congress? 
(She knew how to build coalitions, she continued her activism) 
 
What was an important issue at the 1972 Democratic National Convention? 
(Right to choose) 
 
What made Bella stand out among other women? 
(Her ability to get angry, that she could operate in a man’s world) 
 
What happened after she lost her seat in congress? 
(She created the Women’s Conference) 
 
Why was economy a “women’s issue?” 
(Women are an important part of the economy, and in a egalitarian society, they should 
have equal say unto how it operates.) 
 
What did she accomplish in Women’s Environment & Development Organization 
(WEDO)? 
(Helping women worldwide discover their voice and their ability to make a difference) 
 
What are the major issues of WEDO? 
(Environment, Women, Social Responsibility) 
 
How do you think Bella’s spirit lives on? 
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Lesson 2:  What Did Bella Abzug Do? 
 
Progressive Jewish Alliance Economic Justice Campaigns 
 
Anti-Sweatshop Campaign 
http://www.pjalliance.org/article.aspx?ID=282&CID=1 
 
Low-Wage Worker Campaigns 
http://www.pjalliance.org/article.aspx?ID=283&CID=1 
 
Women’s Environment & Development Organization Corporate Campaign 
 
Corporate Campaign Main Page 
http://www.wedo.org/category/learn/campaigns/corporateaccountability/corporate-
campaigns.   
 
MisFortune, sub-organization of WEDO 
http://www.misfortune500.org/ 
 
MisFortune 500’s corporate accountability page:   
http://www.misfortune500.org/Content/Show.aspx?contentid=9 
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Lesson 3:  Where Else Can I Find Examples of People Like 
Bella Abzug?   
 
Internet Links  
(all found at Jewish Women’s Archive, www.jwa.org)  
 
Joanne Alter 
http://jwa.org/exhibits/wwd/jsp/bio.jsp?personID=pjalter (biography, photos & quotes) 
http://jwa.org/node/6956 (audio sound bite of quote) 
 
Judi Hirshfield-Bartek 
http://jwa.org/exhibits/wwd/jsp/bio.jsp?personID=pjhirshfield-bartek (biography, photos & 
quotes) 
http://jwa.org/node/6958 (audio sound bite of quote) 
 
Madalyn Schenk 
http://jwa.org/exhibits/wwd/jsp/bio.jsp?personID=pmschenk (biography, photos & 
quotes) 
 
 
Jewish Women Political Activists Questionnaire Sheet 
 
Name of woman: 
 
 
 
Life background: 
 
 
 
Major accomplishments & issues she fought for: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does Judaism inform her work? 
 
 
 
 
 
Why are women’s issues so important to her? 
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In what ways is she the same as Bella? 
 
 
 
 
In what ways is she different than Bella? 
 
 
 
 
Do you agree with the causes she fought for and her way of fighting?  Why/why not? 
 
 
 
 
Any other important information about her? 
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Lesson 4:  How Can Apply What I’ve Learned About Bella 
Abzug to Today?   
 
Federal Workers’ Rights Issue: 
Information about the Decent Working Conditions and Fair Competition Act  
 
The National Labor Committee 
http://www.nlcnet.org/article.php?id=242 
 
GovTrack:  A Civic Project to track Congress 
http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=s110-367 
 
Open Congress 
http://www.opencongress.org/bill/110-s367/show 
 
 
State Workers’ Rights Issue: 
Information for a Living Wage 
 
Living Wage Calculator 
http://www.livingwage.geog.psu.edu/ 
(Find your state and then your county to see the calculated living wage versus the 
minimum wage.) 
 
Living Wage Campaign 
http://www.livingwagecampaign.org/ 
 
 
Other links for Workers’ Rights Campaigns: 
 
Educating for Justice:  Stop Nike Sweatshops 
http://www.educatingforjustice.org/stopnikesweatshops.htm 
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Unit 4 
Abraham Joshua Heschel 

Rabbi and Religious Social Justice Leader 
 
Enduring Understandings  
• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 

compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the Jewish 
community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s inception. 

• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating their 
understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can produce 
a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 
struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 

    
Essential Questions 
• How can Abraham Joshua Heschel serve as a Jewish model for involvement in the 

American public sphere? 
• How can I integrate Jewish learning into my pursuit for social justice? 
• How can people of different faiths join together in fighting social justice causes 

together? 
 
Goals 
• To inform students of the life and achievements of religious social justice leader, 

Abraham Joshua Heschel. 
• To give students a sense of how Jewish tradition and faith in God guided everything 

that Heschel did. 
• To provide students with a background of contributions made by Jewish leaders to 

social justice issues in the American public sphere via the story of Heschel. 
• For students to feel empowered to engage in interfaith social justice opportunities. 
  
Outline of Lessons 
Lesson 1:  Who Was Abraham Joshua Heschel?   
Lesson 2:  Where Else Can I Find Examples of People Like Heschel?   
Lesson 3:  A Look at Heschel’s Work 
Lesson 4:  What We Might Do Together:  An Interfaith Service Learning Program 

*Scripted Lesson 
**Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 
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Background Information about Abraham Joshua Heschel 
 
“Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972), a descendant of two important Hasidic 
dynasties, was born in Warsaw. After receiving a thorough Jewish education in Poland, 
Heschel entered the University of Berlin, where in 1934 he received his doctorate for a 
study of the biblical prophets… . In 1937 Heschel became Martin Buber’s successor at 
the Judisches Lehrhaus in Frankfort and head of adult Jewish education in Germany, 
but the following year, he and other Polish Jews were deported by the Nazis. 
 
“After stays in Warsaw and London, in 1940 he came to the United States to teach at 
the Hebrew Union College. In 1945 Heschel became Professor of Ethics and Mysticism 
at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York and began to publish a series of 
works, ranging from studies on the piety of East European Jewry and the inward 
character of Jewish observance, to religious symbolism, Jewish views of humanity, and 
contemporary moral and political issues. Before his untimely death, Heschel had 
become highly respected among American religionists of many faiths not only for his 
writings but also for his active role in the civil rights and peace movements of the 1960s 
and in the Jewish-Christian dialogue.”22 
 
“Rabbi Heschel was a devout Jew whose compassion embraced all mankind.  “My 
major concern is the human situation,” he once said… He held that “the main theme of 
Jewish law is the person rather than an institution,” and that “the highest peak of 
spiritual living is not necessarily reached in rare moments of ecstasy; the highest peak 
lies wherever we are and may be ascended in a common deed.  Religion is not made 
for extraordinary occasions.”  He epitomized his interpretation of law in this definition:  
“An act of injustice is condemned, not because the law is broken, but because a person 
has been hurt.” 
 
“Heschel was in the forefront of every human concern.  In the spring of 1965, he 
marched with Martin Luther King, Jr. at Selma, Alabama; he was a leader in the protests 
against American policy in Vietnam; he participated in many civil-rights marches and 
peace rallies.  Following the Six-Day War in 1967, he responded to the historic moment 
with his book Israel:  An Echo of Eternity.  He was the first to urge world Jewry to come 
to the aid of Soviet Jews.  He was a strong ecumenicist, urging Christian-Jewish 
dialogue.  He was frequently invited to the Vatican and was asked to speak on prayer 
on Italian radio and television.  Although he suffered a near fatal heart attack in 1969, 
he continued his strenuous activities in behalf of human rights.”23 

                                                        

22 Edited version of biography written by Robert Selzer in his book Jewish People, Jewish 
Thought and adapted for MyJewishLearning.Com.  For the biography please see: 
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/beliefs/Theology/Thinkers_and_Thought/Jewish_Philosophy/Philosophi
es/Modern/A_J_Heschel.shtml 
 
23 Edited version of Foreword written by Ruth Marcus Goodhill in her book, The Wisdom of 
Heschel, Los Angeles, 1975, pp. x-xi. 
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Heschel tried to convey a disciplined inwardness to students who didn’t grow up with 
the same discipline he did.  He held a key to survival of Judaism, and he knew that he 
held the key.  He often talked to people about what they didn’t want to hear: to the 
Orthodox he discussed behaviorism; to the Reform, Halakha.  He pushed educators to 
see beyond self-expressionism.  He believed teachers must guide students, and is often 
quoted saying, “What we need is not more text books, but text people.” 
 
Heschel emphasized the importance of human action and deed, and believed that 
through such action would come valuable meaning.  He is quoted as saying, “A Jew is 
asked to take a leap of action rather than a leap of thought. He is asked to do more than 
he understands in order to understand more than he does.”  Much of his writing and 
activism communicates this concept, for he was a “doer” who gained great faith and 
strength through his actions. 
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Lesson 1:  Who Was Abraham Joshua Heschel?   
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT list 2-4 events in Abraham Joshua Heschel’s life, including his academic 

career and social justice activism that reflected his views on justice. 
• SWBAT connect Heschel’s beliefs to his actions.  
• SWBAT compare and contrast ongoing the issues of social justice that Heschel took 

up with events that occurred throughout his life. 
 
Activity:  Create a Layered Timeline of Abraham Joshua Heschel’s Life 
Take the timeline found in Unit 4 Resources, and place each event on a separate sheet 
of paper.  Give the students a mixed up pile of the events, and direct them to put the 
events in chronological order.  There will be three “layers” to the timeline:  (1) 
Overarching History, (2) Key Events in Heschel’s Life, and (3) Quotes by Heschel.  
These layers are so that students can see the relationship between what was 
happening in the world and what Heschel was doing and thinking.  They are 
distinguished by the colors indicated above, and students should understand this 
distinction so that they lay out three timelines side by side.  The distinction is also made 
clear for you, the teacher, as it is laid out in three columns in Unit 4 Resources. 
 
It may be helpful to give students copies of the biography provided earlier, so that they 
can use it as a guide when creating the timeline.  This should be a team project that all 
students participate in together. 
 
Once the timeline is complete, use it as a basis to discuss major aspects of Heschel’s 
life (i.e. his commitment to social justice, his belief if human actions).  Ask the students 
what they think each of his quotes mean, and if they agree or disagree with his 
statements.  Be sure to have the students ask questions, and to explain things that the 
students have trouble understanding.    
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Lesson 2:  Where Else Can I Find Examples of People Like 
Heschel?   
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT identify 2-4 tensions Jewish leaders’ may have felt in becoming involved in 

the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. 
• SWBAT assess what Jewish concepts and values were embedded in the Civil 

Rights Movement of the 1960s. 
• SWBAT decide if the model of social activism described by a Jewish religious leader 

is one that they can ascribe to. 
 
Activity:  Jigsaw Read a Rabbi’s Testimony of a Civil Rights March 
Abraham Joshua Heschel was famous for his 
activism in the Civil Rights Movement of the 
1960s.  He spoke about against the atrocities 
of racism, and spent a lot of time working with 
other leaders of the movement.  He’s seen 
with the white beard on the next to right of 
this picture during the famous march he and 
other leaders, including Martin Luther King, 
Jr. took from Selma to Montgomery.  Like 
Heschel, other rabbis and Jewish leaders 
also engaged in the fight for African-
Americans to achieve equal rights throughout 
the south.  This activity is centered on reading one Rabbi’s dynamic tale of his 
experience of marching in Birmingham.  Rabbi Jacob Bloom’s reflections are meant to 
be an example of other like rabbis who were active in this fight. 
 
Rabbi Jacob Bloom’s, “Some Personal Reflections on the Rabbis’ March to 
Birmingham,” can be found in Unit 3a Resources Appendix A.  Divide the students into 
three groups to read through the three sections of Bloom’s reflections:  the first group 
will read the first section, “Why?,” the second group, “Birmingham,” and the third group 
will read, “As a Rabbi.”  As the three groups read through their assigned section, they 
should answer the questions on their Reading Companion Sheet (*found in Unit 4 
Resources).  If possible, employ other adults to help lead each of the three groups (this 
could include other teachers, clergy or parents).   
 
After each of the three groups has read through their section and answered all of their 
discussion questions, they should “jigsaw” into new smaller groups.  These new groups 
should have at least one member of each of the three original groups.  Once in the new 
groups, students should summarize the section of Bloom’s reflections that they read to 
one another.  The point of this exercise is that they will be able to piece together all of 
Bloom’s reflections, and learn about the entire piece without having to individually read 
it all.  There should also be time for students to share the other answers to the 
discussion questions posed in the Reading Companion Sheet.  This will allow all 
students to engage in a discussion that addresses all of the objectives.  
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Lesson 3:  A Look at Heschel’s Work 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT summarize in their own words Heschel’s basic beliefs about the 

responsibility of humanity. 
• SWBAT draw 2-4 comparisons between the book of Jonah and modern human 

issues. 
• SWBAT justify the validity of Heschel’s call “to go to Nineveh.” 
 
Activity:   Read Parts of the Book of Jonah Through the Eyes of Heschel 
Have the students read excerpts from the Book of Jonah along with excerpts of 
Heschel’s article, “What We Might Do Together,” in the Book of Jonah and Heschel Text 
Study (*provided in Unit 4 Resources).  Discussion questions are provided with the 
excerpts, and students should engage in discussion throughout the reading.   
 
You can implement this activity in one of two ways:  together as one large group or 
divided into small groups or chevruta pairs.  If you lead a large group reading-
discussion, you, the teacher can take the lead in moving the students forward in each 
section.  If students are divided, they assume responsibility among themselves to 
complete the assignment.  If you decide to divide the students, I recommend bringing 
everyone together toward the end of the lesson to debrief as a large group.  That way if 
some of the small groups or chevruta pairs don’t complete the assignment, they’ll be 
able to get a general sense of everything included.  
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Lesson 4:  What We Might Do Together:  An Interfaith 
Service Learning Program 
*Scripted Lesson 
**Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT decide how their own deeds could be informed by Heschel’s call to action 
• SWBAT integrate the concepts of service, learning, and dialogue into a single 

model. 
• SWBAT justify the importance for interreligious work and dialogue. 
 
Materials 
• Essays from Series, “What We Might Do Together:  A Vision for Ecumenical 

Religious Education” 
 
Timeline* 
0:00-0:20   Introduction of Program & Ice Breakers 
0:20-0:50  Small Group Text Study and Dialogue #1 
0:50-1:00   Break 
1:00-4:00   Service Project (allowing for breaks if/when needed) 
4:00-4:10  Break 
4:10-4:50  Small Group Text Study and Dialogue #2 
4:50-5:20  Large Group Wrap Up and Reflection 
5:20-5:30  Break 
5:30-6:00  Reflection with Jewish students 
 
*This is the ideal timeline for this lesson and project.  It would be best to implement this 
program during an additional meeting to the regular class schedule on a Sunday 
afternoon, or perhaps on a Monday of a long weekend (i.e. Martin Luther King, Jr. Day).  
In order to have an effective program, you should devote at least six hours to the entire 
lesson and project, and this does not include travel time.  However, if this is not possible 
here are a few suggestions for creating a more flexible schedule: 
• Shorten the service project to two or two-and-a-half hours 
• Shorten each of the dialogue/reflection periods by ten minutes 
• Hold the reflection with Jewish students on a different date, the class meeting 

immediately following this experience 
 
Planning the Program – The Pre-work 
In order to implement this Interfaith Service Learning Program there are two main things 
you must do ahead of time.  (1) You must secure another teenage religious group to join 
you, and (2) You must find a service project in which the teens can engage.  I 
recommend doing this as far in advance as possible. 
 
Be sure the other faith group has access to the essays from “What We Might Do 
Together,” (found in Unit 4 Resources).  Suggest that they study excerpts from at least 
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one of the essays ahead of time (just as you studied excerpts from Heschel’s essay in 
Lesson 2).  Excerpts from all three essays will be used throughout this lesson.  
Biographies of the three writers are included in Unit 4 Resources. 
   
Lesson 
0:00-0:20   Introduction of Program & Ice Breaker 
Welcome all of the students from both groups, and give the structure and outline of the 
program.  Explain that in addition to the service they will be providing, they will be 
studying with one another.  They’ll mostly study excerpts from three essays that were 
part of a series in the Religious Education Journal called, “What We Might Do Together:  
A Vision for Ecumenical Religious Education.”  (There are a few quotes by Heschel that 
come from his other writings, including the first one.)  Once all logistical matters have 
been addressed, read the following quote: 
 
“We must insist upon loyalty to the unique and holy treasures of our own tradition and at 
the same time acknowledge that in this aeon religious diversity may be the providence 
of God.”24 
  
Then say to the students: 
The purpose of today is two-fold.  Not only are we here to make an impact on the 
community that we’re serving, but we’re also here to learn from one another, and to gain 
stronger appreciation for each other’s backgrounds.  Before we dive into studying 
together and working together, I want to invite everyone to introduce yourself to the 
group.  As we go around, and you share your name, please also share one thing that 
you think is a “unique and holy treasure” to your own tradition. 
 
After students have each shared their name and treasure, break them into smaller 
groups (of 6-8 people).  Each group should have an equal amount of people from each 
faith group, and should be led by an educator/adult. 
 
0:20-0:50  Small Group Text Study and Dialogue #1 
Look at the first two texts provided in the text study sheet, and use the discussion 
questions to begin dialoguing. 
 
0:50-1:00   Break 
 
1:00-4:00   Service Project (allowing for breaks if/when needed) 
Students should engage in a hands-on service project.  If possible, they should work 
within the groups they were put into for the text study and dialogue.   
 
4:00-4:10  Break 
 

                                                        

24 Found in Chester, Michael.  “Heschel and the Christians,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies.  
38 no2/3 p. 246‐70, Spr/Summ 2001. 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4:10-4:50  Small Group Text Study and Dialogue #2 
Look at the next two texts provided in the text study sheet found in Unit 3a Resources, 
and use the discussion questions to begin dialoguing. 
 
4:50-5:20  Large Group Wrap Up and Reflection 
Engage the students in a reflection and discussion.  Begin with reflection questions, 
found in Unit 4 Resources, and allow students to engage in a dialogue with each other.  
Close with the quote provided in Unit 3a Resources, and allow for final thoughts. 
   
5:20-5:30  Break 
 
5:30-6:00  Reflection with Jewish students 
Engage the students in a reflection and discussion.  Begin with reflection questions, 
found in Unit 4 Resources, and allow students to engage in a dialogue with each other.  
Close with the quote provided in Unit 4 Resources, and allow for final thoughts. 
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Unit 4 Resources 
Abraham Joshua Heschel 

Rabbi and Religious Social Justice Leader 
 
Lesson 1:  Who Was Abraham Joshua Heschel? 
List of Events for Layered Timeline Activity 
Overarching History Key Events in Heschel’s 

Life 
Quotes By Heschel 

Born on January 11, 1907 
in Warsaw 
Grew up in family of Hasidic 
rabbis 
Received primary Jewish 
education in Poland 

Beginning of the 20th 
Century 

Earned doctorate for a 
study of biblical prophets 

The prophet is a man who 
feels fiercely.  God has 
thrust a burden upon his 
soul, and he is bowed and 
stunned at man’s fierce 
greed.25 

 
Came to US to teach at 
Hebrew Union College 

World War II (1939-1945) 

Became Professor of Ethics 
and Mysticism at the 
Jewish Theological 
Seminary in New York 

“Our people’s faith in God at this 
moment in history did not falter.  
At this moment in history Isaac 
was indeed sacrificed, his blood 
shed.  We all died in Auschwitz, 
yet our faith survived.  We knew 
that to repudiate God would be to 
continue the Holocaust.”26 

Cold War, Rise of Suburbia 
in US (1950s) 

Wrote The Sabbath, a 
critically acclaimed work 
that spoke of the holiness 
of time 

“We must not forget that it 
is not a thing that lends 
significance to a moment; it 
is the moment that lends 
significance to things.”27 

Marched with Martin Luther 
King, Jr. from Selma to 
Montgomery, Alabama 
 
Wrote The Prophets, based 
on his doctorate 
dissertation 
 

Civil Rights Movement of 
the 1960s 

Engaged in interfaith 
dialogue and met with Pope 
Paul VI 

“Friends, at the first 
conference on religion and 
race, the main participants 
were Pharaoh and Moses. 
And Moses' words were, 
‘Thus says the Lord, the God 
of Israel, let my people go.’ 
While Pharaoh retorted, 
‘Who's the Lord that I should 
heed his voice and let Israel 
go? I do not know the Lord. I 
will not let Israel go.’ The 

                                                        
25 Heschel.  The Prophets.  Harper & Row, New York, 1962, p. 5. 
26 Heschel.  Israel:  An Echo of Eternity.  Macmillan, 1969, p. 112. 
27 Heschel.  The Sabbath.  Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 1951, p. 6. 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 outcome of that summit 
meeting has not come to an 
end. Pharaoh is not ready to 
capitulate. The Exodus began 
but is far from having been 
completed. In fact, it was 
easier for the children of Israel 
to cross the Red Sea than for 
a Negro to cross certain 
university campuses.”28 

Six-Day War in 1967 Wrote Israel: An Echo of 
Eternity, in which he 
responded to the historic 
moment in which Israel was 
engaged 

“The land was not holy at the 
time of Terah or even at the time 
of the Patriarchs. It was 
sanctified by the people when 
they entered the land under the 
leadership of Joshua.”29 

Protested American foreign 
policy on the war 

Vietnam War (late 1960s-
early 1970s) 

Attended and led many 
peace rallies 

"It became clear to me that in 
regard to cruelties committed 
in the name of a free society 
some are guilty while all are 
responsible."30 

 Died on December 23, 
1972 

“I would say to young people 
a number of things, and I have 
only one minute. I would say, 
let them remember that there 
is a meaning beyond 
absurdity. Let them be sure 
that every little deed counts, 
that every word has power, 
and that we can do — every 
one — our share to redeem 
the world despite of all 
absurdities and all the 
frustration and all 
disappointments. And above 
all, remember that the 
meaning of life is to live life as 
it if were a work of art. You're 
not a machine. When you are 
young, start working on this 
great work of art called your 
own existence.”31 

                                                        
28 Heschel’s Keynote Speech to Jewish, Catholic and Protestant leaders, 1963.  Found in transcript of The 
Spiritual Audacity of Abraham Joshua Heschel, Speaking of Faith from America Public Media, 5 Jun 2008, 
http://speakingoffaith.publicradio.org/programs/heschel/transcript.shtml. 
29 Jewish Virtual Library, http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Quote/heschel.html. 
30 From transcript of The Spiritual Audacity of Abraham Joshua Heschel. 
31 Interview with Carl Stern, NBC, 1972.  Found in transcript of The Spiritual Audacity of Abraham Joshua 
Heschel. 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Lesson 2:  A Look at Heschel’s Work 
 
Book of Jonah and Heschel Text Study 
 
1 
“The word of Adonai came to Jonah son of Amittai:  Arise and go to Nineveh, that great 
city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before Me.” (Jonah 1:1-2) 
 
“The question about Auschwitz to be asked is not: ‘Where was God?’ but rather: ‘Where 
was man?’  The God of Abraham has never promised always to hold back Cain’s hand 
from killing his brother.  To equate God and history is idolatry.  God is present when 
man’s heart is alive.  When the heart turns to stone, when man is absent, God is 
banished, and history, disengaged is distress. 
 
“Today is the anniversary of the death of President Kennedy.  His assassination shook 
the world.  Yet it made no impact on our laws and customs.  No lesson was learned, no 
conclusion was drawn… Mass killing… is becoming a favorite past-time of young boys.” 
(Heschel 134) 
 
Commentator Uriel Simon explains that the description of Nineveh as a “great” city, 
refers to the magnitude of the city’s wickedness.  Heschel is also describing a number 
things of that are “wicked.”   
• How are these two messages similar? 
• What do you think are today’s “wicked” things? 
 
2 
“Jonah, however, arose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of Adonai.  He went down 
to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish.  He paid the fare and went down into it to 
go with the others to Tarshish, away from the presence of Adonai.” (Jonah 1:3) 
 
“Jonah is running to Tarshish, while Nineveh is tottering on the brink.  Are we not all 
guilty of Jonah’s failure?  We have been running to Tarshish when the call is to go to 
Nineveh.” (Heschel 134) 
 
Heschel is comparing the people’s inactions to Jonah’s trying to escape God’s call. 
• Do you think this is a fair assessment given the “wicked” things he described earlier?  

Why/why not? 
• Do you think society today is running to Tarshish? 
• Do you think we are all as guilty as Jonah? 
 
3 
Once Jonah was on the ship, God created a storm that put the ship in danger.  The 
sailors on the ship were very scared, and did everything they could to overcome the 
storm.  However, Jonah slept through all of this, and when the captain found him he 
asked him how he could sleep through it all.  The men decided to cast lots to find out 
who was responsible for the evil of the storm, and the lot fell on Jonah. (Jonah 1:4-8)  
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“They said to him, ‘Tell us, because of whom has this evil come upon us?  What is your 
business?  Where have you come from?  What is your country, and of what people are 
you?’  ‘I am a Hebrew,’ he replied.  ‘I fear Adonai, the God of Heaven, who made both 
the sea and the dry land.’  The men feared greatly, and they said to him, ‘What have 
you done!’ for the men know that he was fleeing from the presence of Adonai – for so 
he had told them.” (Jonah 1:9-10)   
 
They asked him how they could calm the sea, and he told them to cast him into it.  The 
men did not want to do this, so they tried to row to dry land.  However the storm grew 
greater, and they could not.  So they prayed to God that they wouldn’t be guilty of killing 
Jonah.  “And they lifted him and cast him into the sea, and the sea stopped raging.” 
(Jonah 1:11-15) 
 
“Adonai appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly of the fish 
three days and three nights.  Then Jonah prayed to Adonai his God from the belly of the 
fish.  He said: ‘Out of my distress I called to Adonai,  
And God answered me; 
From the belly of Hell I cried out, 
And You heard my voice. 
You cast me into the deep, 
Into the heart of the sea, 
The current engulfed me; 
All Your breakers and billows 
Swept over me.” (Jonah 2:1-4) 
 
“The new situation in the world has plunged every one of us into unknown regions of 
responsibility.  Unprepared, perplexed, misguided, the world is a spiritual no man’s land.  
Men all over the world are waiting for a way out of distress, for a new certainty of the 
meaning of being human.  Will help come out of those who seek to keep alive the words 
of the prophets?” (Heschel 134) 
 
• How is the “new situation” that Heschel describes like the storm God created and the 

belly of the fish that Jonah ends up in? 
• How are the “men waiting for a way out of distress” like Jonah? 
• What sort of uncertainty do we have today that matches the distress Heschel 

describes? 
4 
“’When my life was ebbing away, 
I called Adonai to mind; 
And my prayer came before You, 
Into Your holy temple. 
They who cling to empty folly 
Will give up their bounty, 
But I, with loud thanksgiving, 
Will sacrifice to You; 
What I have vowed I will perform. 
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Deliverance is Adonai’s!’ 
Adonai commanded the fish, and it spewed Jonah out upon dry land.” (Jonah 2:8-10) 
 
“Those who pray tremble when they realize how staggering are the debts of the 
religions of the West.  We have mortgaged our souls and borrowed so much grace, 
patience and forgiveness.  We have promised charity, love, guidance and a way of 
redemption, and now we are challenged to keep the promise, to honor the pledge.  How 
shall we prevent bankruptcy in the presence of God and man?” (Heschel 135) 
 
Both Jonah and Heschel speak of a realization of the power one experiences in a 
relationship with God, and the responsibilities that come with that relationship. 
• When did Jonah feel God’s presence? 
• According to Heschel, what can prayer do for a person’s faith? 
• Based on Jonah and Heschel, what responses are necessary to fulfill the human’s 

part in a relationship with God? 
 
5 
“The word of Adonai came to Jonah a second time.  ‘Arise and go to Nineveh, that great 
city, and cry out to it the message that I tell you.’ Jonah arose and went to Nineveh in 
accordance with the word of Adonai.  Jonah began to go into the city, a walk of one day, 
and he cried: ‘Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overturned!’” (Jonah 3:1-4) 
 
The people of Nineveh repent, and God accepts their repentance and pardons the city.  
This upsets Jonah because he believes the divine justice was not properly challenged.  
So Jonah prays to God to take his life. (Jonah 3:5-4:2) 
 
“Now, Adonai, please take my life, for I would rather die than live.” (Jonah 4:3) 
 
Then Jonah leaves the city, and finds a  place to rest.  God makes a plant grow above 
Jonah to provide shade, and Jonah felt better from this.  However, the next day God 
puts a worm in the plant which destroys it, and when Jonah wakes up he is overheated 
from the hot sun.  Again he says, “I would rather die than live.” (Jonah 4:4-8) 
 
“It is necessary to go to Nineveh; it is also vital to learn to stand before God.  For many 
of us the march from Selma to Montgomery was both protest and prayer.  Legs are not 
lips, and walking is not kneeling.  And yet our legs uttered songs.  Even without words, 
our march was worship.” (Heschel 135) 
 
• What did going to Nineveh accomplish in the story of Jonah?  What did it accomplish 

for Heschel? 
Jonah was not satisfied with the results of what happened in Nineveh, and so he turned 
to God and prayed.  Likewise, Heschel explains that human actions (going to Nineveh) 
are only one step, but that standing before God is also necessary. 
• Can you think of an example when human actions are not enough, and prayer and 

trust in God is also necessary? 
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6 
“Then Adonai said to Jonah, ‘Are you so deeply angry about the plant?’ ‘Yes,’ so deeply 
that I want to die.’ Then Adonai said: ‘You cared about the plant, which you did not work 
for and which you did not grow, which appeared overnight and perished overnight.  And 
should I not care about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than twelve 
myriad persons who do not yet know their right hand from their left, and many beasts as 
well!” (Jonah 4:9-11) 
 
“There are moments when we all stand together and see our faces in the mirror:  the 
anguish of humanity and its helplessness; the perplexity of the individual and the need 
of divine guidance; being called to praise and to do what is required.” (Heschel 138) 
 
God helps Jonah understand that even in instances where we cannot fully understand 
another’s experience, we must empathize and see the good in them.   
• Do you agree with God?  Why/why not? 
• How does Heschel’s statement compare or contrast to God’s? 
• Do you think we have a responsibility to help those, even if we think their ways our 

evil?  Why/why not? 
• If we do have a responsibility, where does it come from?  Is it a “divine” responsibility 

or just one human beings have to one another?  
• Do we have a special responsibility because we are Jewish?  Why/why not? 
 
Excerpts are from: 
 
Heschel, Abraham Joshua. “What We Might Do Together,” Journal of Religious 
Education, Volume 62 Issue 2 (1967 Mar/Apr) pp. 133-140. 
 
Simon, Uriel.  Jonah, The JPS Bible Commentary, Philadelphia (1999) pp. 4-47. 
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Lesson 3:  Where Else Can I Find Examples of People Like 
Abraham Joshua Heschel?   
 
Reading Companion Sheet for “Some Personal Reflections on the Rabbis’ March 
to Birmingham” by Rabbi Jacob Bloom 
 
Questions for  “Why” group: 

1. Summarize the section you just read. 

2. Compare and contrast the reasons for his feelings of tension between deciding to 
go or not to go to Birmingham. 

3. What choice would you have made if you were in his position? 

Questions for the “Birmingham” group: 

1. Summarize the section you just read. 

2. How did he draw upon his Jewish identity during his experience in Birmingham? 

3. How did his experience in Birmingham impact his American identity? 

4. Can you imagine a similar situation that would impact you in such a way that 
would change your previously held thoughts and ideas? 

Questions for the “As a Rabbi” group 

1. Summarize the section you just read. 

2. How did his experience change the way his congregants thought about the 
issue? 

3. Do you think he saw himself as a model for social activism?  Why/why not? 
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Lesson 4:  What We Might Do Together:  An Interfaith 
Service Learning Program 
 
Links to Biographies of Essay Authors 
 
John C. Bennett 
http://www.nytimes.com/1995/05/02/obituaries/john-c-bennett-a-theologian-of-
outspoken-views-dies-at-92.html 
 
Abraham Joshua Heschel 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0009_0_08873.html 
 
Philip Scharper 
http://archives.nd.edu/findaids/ead/index/PJS001.htm 
 
Texts for Small Group Text Study & Dialogue #1 
 
“Do we not also have in common a view of the world as God’s creation which is 
sufficiently positive so that it causes us to renounce escapist doctrines that stress the 
ingrowing religious life of churches and synagogues at the expense of openness to the 
world; and responsibility for and involvement in the secular world without losing a 
perspective from which that world can be judged and a faith in sources of mercy and 
redemption for its people which the world as such cannot provide?” (Bennett, p. 128) 
 
• What is your view of the world as God’s creation? 
• Do you believe you have a responsibility for the secular world?   
• What do you think that responsibility is? 
• What does he mean when he says, “without losing a perspective from which that 

world can be judged?”  
• How should the world be judged, in your opinion? 
• What are the sources of mercy and redemption that you think he might be referring 

to? 
 
“The cardinal problem is not the survival of religion, but the survival of man.  What is 
required is a continuous effort to overcome hardness of heart, callousness, and above 
all to inspire the world with the biblical image of man, not to forget that man without God 
is a torso, to prevent the dehumanization of man.” (Heschel, p. 135) 
 
• Do you think people today need to overcome a hardness of heart? 
• What is the biblical image of man? 
• Is this an image that inspires you? 
• What do you think Heschel means when he says that God is a torso without man? 
• Do you agree with that statement? 
• How can we prevent the dehumanization of man? 
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Texts for Small Group Text Study & Dialogue #2 
 
“Alike, the Jew and the Christian believe that, in the last sifting of reality, there is only 
one history, the record of God’s continual breaking in upon the world of man and 
speaking of man through event, even as he spoke to Moses through the event of a bush 
that burned yet was not consumed. 
 
“Neither Jew nor Christian has the right to put man-made limits to God’s capacity to 
speak through events.  We can only strive to hear what God may be saying through 
events, even in the events of this glorious but torn and tragic century” (Scharper, p. 145-
146).  
 
• Do you agree with his idea of “God’s capacity to speak through events?”  Why/why 

not? 
• What recent events do you think maybe God has been speaking to us? 
• What do you think of his idea of man-made limits?  In what ways are we limited? 
 
“What is God saying to us through these events?  Is He not trying to say that we must 
learn from each other and teach our children that, in the world which they will inherit, 
they must be the conscious heirs of all that is most authentic in what we call, somewhat 
too glibly, the Judaeo-Christian tradition?  We must attempt to become now, and hope 
that our children will be in the future, the anavim – the poor of God – open constantly to 
the breathing of His Spirit.  This much, at least, we can hope to do together, if we make 
the effort to understand who we are and who the other is:  we can attempt to show the 
emerging world – brown, black, illiterate, impoverished – that we are indeed their 
brothers, for each of us holds dear the ancient words of Isaiah: 
 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me; because he has anointed me; 
To bring good news to the poor he has sent me, to proclaim to the captives  

release, and sight to the blind; 
To set at liberty the oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and  

the day of recompense.”  
(Scharper, p. 146) 
 
• What do you think Scharper wants us to learn from each other and teach our 

children? 
• What does it mean to be the “poor of God?” 
• According to Isaiah, what is our role? 
 
Questions & Texts for Large Group Wrap Up & Reflection 
 
• What was the most meaningful moment of your experience today? 
• What did you learn from people in the other faith group? 
• What did you learn from the service project? 
• How do you think this experience will impact future choices you make? 
• What questions do you still have about the other’s religion? 
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• What misconceptions do you still want to clear up about your own religion? 
• How might you want to engage in dialogue in the future? 
 
"I suggest that the most significant basis for meeting men of different religious traditions 
is the level of fear and trembling, of humility, of contrition, where our individual moments 
of faith are mere waves in the endless ocean of mankind's reaching out for God, where 
all formulations and articulations appear as understatements, where our souls are swept 
away by the awareness of the urgency of answering God's commandment, while 
stripped of pretension and conceit we sense the tragic insufficiency of human faith." 
(Heschel, p. 138) 
 
• What does it mean to fear and tremble? 
• What do you see as your individual moments of faith that Heschel describes in the 

endless ocean? 
• What do you feel is most urgent in “answering God’s commandment?” 
 
Questions and Text Study for Reflection with Jewish Students 
 
• What was the best part of the experience for you? 
• What was the hardest part of the experience for you? 
• What was the most memorable part of the experience for you? 
• What surprised you? 
• Did you learn something new about yourself?  What? 
• Did you learn something new about others?  What? 
• Did you feel like this was a “Jewish” experience?  How so? 
• Did you feel like this was an “American” experience?  How so? 
 
“A Jew is asked to take a leap of action rather than a leap of thought. He is asked to do 
more than he understands in order to understand more than he does.” (Heschel) 
 
• What leap of action did you take today? 
• In “doing”, what did you come to understand? 
• In what ways might you take a leap of action in the future? 
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Unit 5 
Albert Vorspan 

Reform Movement Religious Social Justice 
Leader 

 
Enduring Understandings  
• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 

compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the Jewish 
community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s inception. 

• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating their 
understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can produce 
a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 
struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 

    
Essential Questions 
• How can Albert Vorspan serve as a Jewish model for involvement in the American 

public sphere? 
• How can I integrate my Jewish understanding of social justice with promoting 

American values? 
• What is “prophetic Judaism,” and how does it apply to Reform Judaism? 
 
Goals 
• To inform students of the life and achievements of religious social justice leader, 

Albert Vorspan. 
• To give students a sense of how the prophetic tradition of Judaism is important to 

Reform Judaism. 
• To give students a background of contributions made by Jewish leaders to social 

justice issues in the American public sphere via the story of Vorspan and the RAC. 
• For students to feel empowered to engage in social justice opportunities. 
  
Outline of Lessons 
Lesson 1:  Who Was Albert Vorspan and what is the RAC?   
Lesson 2:  A Look at Vorspan’s Work:  Environmental Justice 

*Scripted Lesson 
***Authentic Assessment 

Lesson 3:  Who else has been instrumental in Reform Judaism’s social justice 
movement? 
Lesson 4:  How Can I participate in the RAC today?  L’Taken Seminar 

**Memorable Moment 
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Background Information about Albert Vorspan 
 
Albert Vorspan served as the Director of the Commission on Social Action of Reform 
Judaism from 1953-1993.  He is now (in 2009) a consultant to the RAC and to the 
Commission on Social Action.  Much of the information below is taken from an 
autobiographical personal memoir that Vorspan wrote for the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis (CCAR) Journal in 2008. 
 
“How strange to know that my life is almost co-existent with the history of the modern 
social action program in Reform Judaism.  I do not know if that makes me one of the 
patriarchs of Israel, a founding father, harkening back to Genesis.  Or, more likely, an 
accidental character, a kind of Zelig, an unwitting witness to great and historic events…  
 
“I was a young veteran of WWII who, like millions of others, married, had kids, took full 
advantage of the monumental GI Bills providing access to college, after which I entered 
the job market.  My first full-time job (in 1948) was wondrously low-paid and high quality.  
I was the youngest member of a tiny staff of the coordinating council for Jewish 
community relations agencies, national and local, known as the National Community 
Relations Advisory Council (NCRAC) [now known as the Jewish Council on Public 
Affairs (JCPA)].  It set policy on such large issues as reforming American immigration 
policy, defending church-state separation, pushing for a democratic post-war Germany, 
racial justice, and safeguarding Israel.  I was enthralled by the work, awed by the 
brilliance and dedication of my older colleagues, and confident that our work was surely 
advancing Jewish ideals and justice for all Americans.”32 
 
His passion for social justice was clear in every issue he took up; from immigration, to 
civil rights to the environment.  As the vice president and director of the Commission on 
Social Action, Vorspan made sure that every important social justice issue was 
addressed by the then, Union for American Hebrew Congregations (now, URJ).  There 
wasn’t much Vorspan wasn’t willing to do to fight for justice.  In the 1960s he was jailed 
for sitting with Blacks at a lunch counter in the South.  He had strong partnerships with 
the NAACP, and marched with Martin Luther King, Jr.   
 
Vorspan’s commitment to social justice issues stemmed from his desire to serve the 
Jewish people.  He explains in his interview in Reform Judaism’s Magazine, “I 
remember sitting at my typewriter at the age of 15, writing a speech for Young Judea, 
and asking myself:  what will I do with my life?  My answer:  I want to serve the Jewish 
people.  Even then, my definition of serving the Jewish people meant both securing a 
Jewish homeland and asserting a Jewish will for justice.”33   
                                                        

32 Vorspan, Albert. "In the Beginning: A Personal Memoir of Social Action and Reform 
Judaism in America." CCAR Journal: A Reform Jewish Quarterly, LV (2008): 75‐93. 

33 "Mr. Social Action: A Conversation with Albert Vorspan." Reform Judaism Fall 1991: 14‐
18.  
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Lesson 1:  Who Was Albert Vorspan? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT list events in Albert Vorspan’s life, including his career as a social justice 

activist. 
• SWBAT summarize a number of beliefs and convictions held by Vorspan.  
• SWBAT decide which of Vorspan’s beliefs and/or actions they most relate to and to 

be able to explain why. 
 
Activity:  A Conversation with Albert Vorspan 
Use the article “Mr. Social Action:  A Conversation with Albert Vorspan,” found in Unit 5 
Resources Appendix A, as a literal script for this activity.  The article, which appeared in 
Reform Judaism Magazine in 1991 is an interview with Vorspan in which he reflects on 
his life and accomplishments.  He touches on a number of issues that were important 
for him and drove him in his work.  With the exception of a few paragraphs (noted 
below), the article is completely relevant today. 
 
Invite an older congregant to “be” Albert Vorspan (if you have any actors in your 
congregation, this would be a great way to involve one of them!).  Give them the “script,” 
the article, ahead of time to review.  It would also be helpful to give them additional 
biographical information about Vorspan, such as the background information provided in 
this unit. 
 
You, the teacher, will act as the moderator, and either read or summarize the 
introduction to the article on page 15.  I would suggest having the students act as the 
“interviewers.”  You could do this by passing out index cards with the questions written 
out and numbered.  This way the students will ask the scripted questions in the right 
order.  You may want to delete some of the questions based on timing considerations, 
this is up to you as the teacher.  The actor playing Vorspan can read directly from the 
“script,” the article.   
 
I would recommend either cutting two paragraphs or making sure to put them into 
historical perspective.  They are specific to events in 1991 and would require historical 
uncoverage for the teens.   
 
Cut #1:  Page 15.  It is part of the answer to the question, To what extent has Reform 
Judaism’s social action programs fulfilled your hopes and ambitions?   
Be aware of: 

But the changing political climate in America has disappointed my hopes.  Ronal 
Reagan set us back to square one, forcing us to refight battles we had won years 
ago, and George Bush was a fighting general in the Gulf but is AWOL on the 
domestic crisis.  The new world order has to start here. 

 
Cut #2:  Page 17.  It is part of the answer to the question, How do you feel about Israel’s 
West Bank policies? 
Be aware of: 
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There’s just one phrase I don’t add, for want of courage and conviction:  a 
Palestinian state.  I’m not sure that I want it – certainly not a PLO state which 
would menace Israel’s security.  I have a revulsion to the PLO and contempt for 
Arafat.  And I also know the Jewish political reality – you can talk about a lot of 
things, including territorial compromise, an end to occupation and so on, but as 
soon as you talk about the PLO forget it.  It’s anathema. 

 
At the end of the “interview,” you should be sure to debrief with the students.  It might be 
fun to have the person playing Vorspan lead this discussion.  He should ask: 
• How do you think my experience in the army shaped my commitment to the 

American public sphere? 
• What do you think my “best” memory is? 
• Do you think I should’ve become a rabbi? 
• What do my actions in fighting for Black civil rights in the 1960s tell you about what I 

believed? 
• What do you think of the fight for same-sex marriages happening in America today? 
• What was the most important thing you think I did? 
• If you could’ve advised me to do one thing different, what would you have said? 
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Lesson 2:  A Look at Vorspan’s Work:  Environmental 
Justice 
*Scripted Lesson 
***Authentic Assessment 
 
Note to the Teacher:  Know the environmental policies of your congregation 
Prior to teaching this lesson, it will be beneficial to have a conversation with an 
administrator or board member who knows whether or not your congregation is 
environmentally conscious at all.  This issue will come up later in the lesson during the 
Case Study and Plan of Action.     
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT recognize Jewish texts that teach us how to care for the environment. 
• SWBAT participate in a case study about environmental justice. 
• SWBAT decide how they will be conscious of the environment, keeping Jewish 

tradition in mind. 
• SWBAT create a plan for the congregation to be more environmentally conscious. 
 
Materials 
• Computer & projector hook up & internet 
• An Inconvenient Truth Trailer, available on YouTube 
• Jewish Sources Text Study Sheet 
• Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice, “The Environmental Crisis:  Judaism, Ecology, 

and the Environment,” pp. 113-120 
• (See Unit 5 Resources for additional suggested resources for you) 
 
Timeline 
0-5 minutes  Set Induction:  An Inconvenient Truth 
5-30 minutes  Text Study 
30-40 minutes Case Study:  “Paper or Plastic (or Neither)?”  
40-55 minutes Plan of Action 
55-60 minutes Wrap Up 
 
Lesson 
0-5 minutes  Set Induction:  An Inconvenient Truth 
Show the students the trailer for Al Gore’s movie on Global Warming, An Inconvenient 
Truth (YouTube link is found in Unit 5 Resources).  Invite students who have seen the 
movie to comment on it.   
 
After showing the trailer, say to the students:  Many believe our human actions of not 
caring for the environment are causing this crisis that Al Gore speaks of.  Judaism has a 
lot to say about this, and today we’re going to discover what exactly that is. 
 
5-30 minutes Text Study 
Lead an interactive text study using the Jewish Sources Text Study Sheet (found in Unit 
3b Resources and part of the excerpt from the chapter on Environmental Crisis, Jewish 
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Dimensions of Social Justice (found in Unit 5 Resources Appendix B).  You will go back 
and forth between the Study Sheet I created and the excerpt itself.   
 
Here is a detailed timeline of how this will work: 
 
(5-10 minutes)  Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13 
Begin by asking students to turn to the person next to them, and study the first piece of 
text on the Study Sheet in chevruta.  The questions are listed on the sheet.  After 2-3 
minutes, bring them back together and ask a few people to share thoughts that were 
sparked in this study. 
 
(10-15 minutes)  Jeremiah 2:7 
In a large group, read the first paragraph of the except in Jewish Dimensions of Social 
Justice, beginning with “The prophet Jeremiah…”   
 
Before debriefing what Vorspan and Saperstein are doing with the quote, help the 
students put it into Biblical context:   
 
Jeremiah was a prophet that spoke the word of God to the people of Israel during the 
time of the destruction of Jerusalem and the First Temple.  He often spoke about how 
the people were not living up to a moral and ethical standard, explaining that they were 
turning away from God.   
 
The Jewish Study Bible explains that this quote is doing just that:  “God claims to have 
been abandoned by the people, despite having led them out of Egypt and through the 
wilderness to the promised land.  Biblical tradition maintains that proper moral behavior 
and ritual observance maintains the purity of the land of Israel, but immorality and 
apostasy defile it.”34 
 
Then ask the students: 
• What was the original intention of this quote when spoken by Jeremiah? 
• What did Vorspan and Saperstein mean by it? 
• How do you understand this quote in today’s context? 
 
(15-20 minutes)  Read part of excerpt 
In a large group, read the next three paragraphs from the excerpt (“Long ago in Jewish 
history… Kiddushin 4:12”).  Then ask the students: 
• What sort of restrictions did ancient Israel implement in order to help safeguard the 

environment? 
• Why do you think Jewish tradition forbids us to live in a city without a green garden? 
 
(20-25 minutes)  Read part of the excerpt in chevrutot 

                                                        

34 Jewish Study Bible, p. 924. 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Have the students return to their chevruta pairs to read the next section.  They should 
skip to page 115, and begin by reading the second paragraph through the third (“Some 
say the despoiling of our world… obligated to cherish and preserve it”).  Then they 
should return to the top of the page, and answer the questions posed in the first 
paragraph.  (The questions are also found on the Study Sheet under Genesis 1:28 
which is highlighted in this section in Unit 5 Resources.) 
• Has God endowed us with dominion over nature? 

o What does that mean? 
• Is competition or cooperation the nature of our relationship to one another? 
• Are human beings inherently greedy? 
• What is our responsibility to the generations yet unborn? 
• What does bal taschit mean? 
If students have extra time, they should to look at some of the sections in the excerpt 
that are skipped in this text study.  It provides good context for the discussion of bal 
taschit. 
 
(25-30 minutes)  Debrief bal taschit 
Bring the students back together in a large group, and ask a few students to share their 
thoughts about the section they just read.  Quickly focus on the last question about bal 
taschit.  Then ask: 
• Why is bal taschit such an important concept? 
• How do you think it impacts your daily actions and choices? 
• How do you think it influences actions and choices of our community? 
 
30-40 minutes Case Study:  “Paper or Plastic (or Neither)?” 
Using the case study presented as “A Real Dilemma:  Paper or Plastic (or Neither)?” on 
pp. 116-117, engage the students in a discussion about the environmental policies of 
your congregation. 
 
Have the students break up into small groups to read the Real Dilemma and Response.  
If your congregation has a written policy about environmental issues, pass it out to the 
students to also read.  If it doesn’t, be sure to let the students know.  Basically, provide 
any information you uncovered in learning about the environmental policies of your 
congregation to the studies. 
 
Give the small groups the following questions to answer after looking at the case study 
and congregational policies: 
• Do you think the congregation in the case study made the right decision to replace 

Styrofoam? 
• Do you think there was a better option? 
• What changes can you make in your life that are similar to this case? 
• What do you think the biggest challenges would be for you to make such changes? 
• Looking at your congregation’s environmental policies, what practical changes could 

be made that would be more environmentally friendly? 
• What do you think the biggest challenges would be in implementing such changes? 
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40-55 minutes Plan of Action 
Bring the students back together in a large group.  Begin by debriefing the last two 
questions from their case study: 
• Looking at your congregation’s environmental policies, what practical changes could 

be made that would be more environmentally friendly? 
• What do you think the biggest challenges would be in implementing such changes? 
Explain to them that they have an opportunity to present ideas about making such 
changes to the board.  The students should begin to create this plan of action.  Most 
likely they will run out of time, as 15 minutes is not enough!  Before wrapping up the 
lesson, have students who are very passionate about this issue volunteer to continue 
working on this plan of action.  They’ll have more time to work on it during Unit 5, and 
you’ll help them find more resources (i.e. COEJL’s website).  Then they can present it 
prior to and as part of the final Social Justice Inspired Shabbat.  (Of course, they should 
be encouraged to work on it during their free time if they so desire!) 
 
55-60 minutes Wrap Up 
As a large group, look at one final piece of text: 
“The earth is Adonai’s and the fullness thereof; the settled world, and all that inhabit it.” 
 -  Psalms 24:1 
Say to the students: 
• According to this quote, from whom are we borrowing the earth? 
• If the earth is on loan to us, what responsibilities do we have? 
• Taking into consideration all of today’s lesson, what does Judaism have to say about 

“An Inconvenient Truth?” 
 
Note about Vorspan’s Work:  Alternative Options 
As described in the annotated bibliography, both of the books by Albert Vorspan and 
Rabbi David Saperstein, Tough Choices and Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice 
discuss various issues and offer an array of case studies.  I chose to use their piece on 
environmental issues because it is not represented elsewhere in this curriculum guide, 
and is a pressing issue in the 21st century.  If you feel as though your students would 
benefit from studying another issue and case found in one of the books, please feel free 
to adapt a lesson yourself.  Look through the books to find issues that are most relevant 
to your students and community.  Here are some alternative options that I think may be 
interesting for your students:  
 
Tough Choices:  Jewish Perspectives on Social Justice 
• Hispanic/Jewish Relations (p. 32-33) 
• Prayer at Graduation (p. 67-69) 
• Religious Symbols on Public Property (p. 81) 
 
Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice:  Tough Moral Choices of Our Time 
• Medical Ethics (p. 48-57) 
• Ethical Dilemmas in Altering Life (p. 64-67) 
• Socially Responsible Consumerism (p. 104-108) 
• Freedom of Speech (p. 273-274) 
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Lesson 3:  Who else has been instrumental in Reform 
Judaism’s social justice movement? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT name leaders who have been instrumental in the Reform movement’s social 

justice movement. 
• SWBAT differentiate leaders’ from each other based on their ideologies and 

accomplishments. 
• SWBAT create a model Reform social justice organization 
 
Activity 
Using excerpts from Vorspan’s article, “In the Beginning:  A Personal Memoir of Social 
Action and Reform Judaism in America,” (Unit 5 Appendix C), introduce the students to 
other key leaders in the development of the Reform Movement’s social action arm.  
Vorspan shares stories and biographies of many of these key leaders in his memoir, 
listed below with page numbers.  
 
• Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath (p. 84-85) 
• Jane Evans, former director of National Federation of Temple Sisterhoods (p. 90) 
• Rabbi Roland Gittelsohn (p. 87-88) 
• Arthur Goldberg, labor lawyer & financer of RAC (bottom of p. 82-83) 
• Rabbi Richard Hirsch (p. 88-89) 
• Kivie Kaplan, Activist, former president of NAACP (p. 86-87) 
• Rabbi Alex Schindler (p. 85-86) 
 
Divide students into enough groups that each will study one of the leaders, and take on 
their persona in a role-play.  Then, engage the students in a mock meeting working to 
create the RAC.  You, the teacher, will act as Vorspan and convene the meeting.  You 
should ask questions such as: 
 
• What key issues should the RAC take up? 
• What positions should we take on controversial political issues? 
• How will we mobilize congregants in Reform congregations? 
• How will we address issues of the separation of church and state? 
 
When answering these questions, students should answer as they think the person 
they’re role-playing would act.  They should attempt to make decisions about setting 
policy for the RAC. 
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Lesson 4:  How Can I participate in the RAC today?  L’Taken 
Seminar 

**Memorable Moment 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT list the policies of the RAC 
• SWBAT explain public policy issues that are addressed by the Seminar 
• SWBAT advocate on local, state, and federal government levels 
 
Activity 
Attend a L’Taken Weekend Seminar at the RAC.  More information about the Seminar 
can be found on the RAC’s website at, http://rac.org/confprog/ltaken/.  The registration 
form for 2009-2010 can be found in Unit 5 Appendix D. 
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Unit 5 Resources 
Albert Vorspan 

Reform Movement Religious Social Justice 
Leader 

 
 
Lesson 2:  A Look at Vorspan’s Work:  Environmental 
Justice 
 
Suggested Resources 
 
• All of Chapter 5, “The Environmental Crisis” in Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice 
• Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life, www.coejl.org 

o “Greening Synagogue Resources,” 
http://www.coejl.org/~coejlor/greensyn/gstoc.php 

• “An Inconvenient Truth,” movie by Al Gore 
o Its website:  http://www.climatecrisis.net/ 

 
 
An Inconvenient Truth  
 
Link to Movie Trailer 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0XMn_Ry3z6M 
 
Jewish Sources Text Study Sheet 
 
Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:1335 
“When the Holy One, Blessed Be, created the first person, God took and led Adam 
around all the trees of the Garden of Eden.  And God said to Adam:  ‘Look at My works!  
How beautiful and praiseworthy they are!  And everything I made, I created for you.  Be 
careful (though) that you don’t spoil or destroy My world – because if you spoil it, there’s 
nobody after you to fix it.’” 
 
• What does God want Adam to understand as he is led around the garden? 
• What do you think the Rabbis who wrote this wanted us to think about? 
• How might Al Gore respond to this piece of text? 
• What do you think of this piece of text? 
 
Jeremiah 2:736 
                                                        

35 Quoted, p. 109,  Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice 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“I brought you into a land of fruitful fields to eat the fruit thereof; but when you entered, 
you defiled My land and made My heritage an abomination.” 
 
• What was the original intention of this quote when spoken by Jeremiah? 
• What did Vorspan and Saperstein mean by it? 
• How do you understand this quote? 
 
Genesis 1:2837 
“Be fruitful and multiply and populate the earth and conquer it.  Rule over the fish of the 
sea and the birds of the heavens and over all living things on earth.  I have given you all 
the grass and trees for you and all other living things to eat.” 
 
• Has God endowed us with dominion over nature? 

o What does that mean? 
• Is competition or cooperation the nature of our relationship to one another? 
• Are human beings inherently greedy? 
• What is our responsibility to the generations yet unborn?38 
 
Questions for “A Real Dilemma:  Paper or Plastic (or Neither)?” 
• Do you think the congregation in the case study made the right decision to replace 

Styrofoam? 
• Do you think there was a better option? 
• What changes can you make in your life that are similar to this case? 
• What do you think the biggest challenges would be for you to make such changes? 
• Looking at your congregation’s environmental policies, what practical changes could 

be made that would be more environmentally friendly? 
• What do you think the biggest challenges would be in implementing such changes? 
 
Psalms 24:1 
“The earth is Adonai’s and the fullness thereof; the settled world, and all that inhabit it.” 
  
• According to this quote, from whom are we borrowing the earth? 
• If the earth is on loan to us, what responsibilities do we have? 
• Taking into consideration all of today’s lesson, what does Judaism have to say about 

“An Inconvenient Truth?” 
 
 

                                                        

36 Quoted, p. 113, Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice 

37 Quoted, p. 115, Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice 

38 Based on questions posed, p. 115, Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice 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Unit 6  
Activists in Our Community 

 
Enduring Understandings  
• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 

compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the Jewish 
community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s inception. 

• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating their 
understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can produce 
a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 
struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 

 
Essential Questions 
• Who are models of social justice in our community? 
• How does our Jewish community activists’ work explain how their Jewish identity 

influences their work? 
• In what ways can we become involved in social justice work in our community? 
 
Goals 
• To familiarize students with the members of their community who are engaged in 

social justice work. 
• To give students a sense of social justice opportunities in their own community. 
• For community activists in your Jewish community to engage with teenagers and 

your educational program. 
 
Outline of Lessons 
Lesson 1:  Who are the Activists in our Jewish Community? 
Lesson 2:  Prepping for Interviews 

*Scripted Lesson 
Lesson 3:  Conducting Interviews 

**Memorable Moment 
Lesson 4:  Presentations to Each Other 

***Authentic Assessment 
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Note to the Facilitator:  Designing this Unit 
As the teacher, you should feel free to be creative as you implement this unit.  I will 
provide an outline of suggested activities and ideas, but since this unit is about your 
community, you must authentically design it!  Before diving into the lessons themselves, 
I want to share some thoughts for how you might put this unit together.   
 
Who Will Students Choose? 
Refrain from limiting the people that students can choose to only congregants, and think 
to your entire Jewish community.  This is a choice you should make based on the make-
up of your congregation.  However, if lots of members are active in a variety of issues, 
there is certainly value in limiting it to them.  This provides an opportunity to for the 
teens to interact with members of your congregation outside of the “normal” educational 
walls.  If there are a limited number of congregants involved with social justice issues, I 
recommend expanding the options to the greater Jewish community.  This will provide 
students with maximal opportunities to connect with someone who shares their passion.  
 
Think ahead of time of the names of people students might think of, and also think 
about people they won’t.  Be proactive and contact people ahead of time about the 
possibility of being contacted by a student.  This way they won’t be surprised, and you 
can be sure to eliminate anyone who might not be interested in being interviewed ahead 
of time. 
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Lesson 1:  Who are the Activists in our Jewish Community? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT identify people in the Jewish community who they consider to be social 

justice activists.   
• SWBAT decide who is a model of social justice for an issue they think is important. 
 
Activity – Brainstorm Community Activists in the Jewish Community 
In order to get your students’ juices flowing and begin the brainstorming session, hang 
posters around the room with headlines of social justice issues facing your community 
written at the top.  Some suggestions for issues are: 
• Civil Rights – Same Sex Marriage 
• Education 
• Environment 
• Health Care 
• Immigration 
• Poverty 
• And more… (Be sure to have them stick to domestic issues!) 
 
Give the students post-it notes and have them walk around, writing names of people 
they know who are committed to these issues on the post-it notes.  
 
After they have done this “off the top of their head,” allow them to do some research.  If 
you have access to computers, have them surf the internet, pointing them in the 
direction of websites of your local government, your local Jewish Community Relations 
Council (JCRC), your congregation’s social action page, etc.  If you do not have access 
to computers, then bring in newspapers (local Jewish and secular) and other materials 
that might give students a sense of people involved with these issues.  Once they have 
engaged in ample amount of research, have them return to the posters and add the new 
names they discovered.  (While they are engaging in research, you might add names to 
the posters of people you know.) 
 
After all of the names are added, invite the students to walk around and decide who 
they’d like to interview.  Suggest that they pick an activist in an area of passion that they 
share.  You might also suggest they pick someone that they don’t know – remember 
one of the goals for this unit is for students to get to know members of their community 
engaged in social justice work.  They may also want to pick a back up name or two, 
incase the person is unable to meet with them. 
 
Before they leave, help the students locate the contact information for the people 
they’ve chosen, and write down who each student is interviewing.  Instruct the students 
to contact their interviewees before returning for Lesson 2, and set up a time for the 
interview.  They should schedule the interview to occur between the time of lessons 2 
and 4.  Explain that a face-to-face interview is ideal, but if need be, they can talk on the 
phone. 
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Lesson 2:  Prepping for Interviews 
*Scripted Lesson 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT state basic principles for conducting interviews. 
• SWBAT participate in mock interviews. 
• SWBAT prepare for interviews they will conduct with community members. 
 
Materials 
• Clips of TV broadcast interviews 
• Basic Principles for Conducting Interviews 
 
Timeline 
0-5 minutes  Introduction 
5-25 minutes  Basic Principles for Conducting Interviews 
25-35 minutes Brainstorm Interview Questions 
35-50 minutes Practice Interviewing 
50-60 minutes Debrief Interviewing Process/Get Ready to do Interviews! 
 
Timeline 
0-5 minutes  Introduction 
Show clips of TV broadcast interviews (i.e. Barbra Walters, Brian Williams, Diane 
Sawyer, Jon Stewart, even Ellen!) that are representative of the types of interviews the 
students will be doing.  A list of links for suggested interviews found on YouTube are 
located in Unit 6 Resources.    
 
5-20 minutes Basic Principles for Conducting Interviews 
Go over the some of the basic principles for conducting interviews found in Unit 4 
Resources.  If a member of your congregation is a professional journalist, invite him/her 
to lead this discussion (and help implement the rest of the lesson).  He/she may want to 
alter the principles based on his/her own experience, which is perfectly fine!  If you 
invite someone else to help lead this lesson, be sure to give a copy of the lesson plan to 
him/her ahead of time and go over the objectives for what you want to achieve.   
 
20-35 minutes Brainstorm Interview Questions 
Tell the students:  Now we are going to prepare for our interviews!  We’re going to start 
by thinking about the questions we should ask the interviewees, and then we’ll practice 
with each other!  Get into groups of 3-4 people, and take five minutes to brainstorm as 
many questions that you’d like to ask your interviewees as you can think of. 
 
Possible Questions: 
• What is your involvement in the community? 
• When did you begin your social justice involvement? 
• Why is this particular issue so important to you? 
• How, if at all, does the Jewish notion of tikkun olam (repairing the world) inform your 

involvement with social justice issues? 
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• What advice can you give to me about getting involved? 
 

After five minutes, bring the students back together and have them share the questions 
they thought of.  Create a big list of the questions.  Then, using the Basic Principles put 
the questions in the order the students should ask them.  (This could be a great piece 
for the journalist to lead.) 
 
Students should be sure to copy the list of questions in the right order that the entire 
class agrees on.  You will also want to type them up later and email them to the 
students incase they loose them! 
 
35-45 minutes Practice Interviewing 
Divide the students up into pairs.  One member of the pair should spend about 5 
minutes interviewing the other, who will in turn answer the questions.  Then they should 
switch.  Instruct the students to be aware of how it feels to ask the questions, and listen 
really carefully to the answers the other gives.  If they think they’ll listen better by taking 
notes, then they should!  Let them know you’ll be debriefing the experience when 
they’re through. 
 
45-60 minutes Debrief Interviewing Experience/Get Ready to do Interviews! 
After students have had time to each practice interviewing, bring them back together to 
debrief the experience.  Ask them: 
• How did it feel to ask the questions? 
• What was it like to listen so carefully? 
• When you were being interviewed what did you notice about the person interviewing 

you? 
• What do you think you need to be aware of when conducting the interviews? 
 
Once students have had a chance to debrief their experiences, invite them to ask you 
questions about the actual interviews they will be conducting.  They may have logistical 
questions or perhaps thoughts based on what they learned in this lesson.  Either way, 
this is a perfect time to give students all of the last minute tools they’ll need to be 
successful.  (You may also want to explain what is expected for the presentations, 
which is described in Lesson 4) 
 
Finally, send them off with confidence and excitement.  This is a really powerful project 
in which they’re engaging, and they should feel pumped to do it! 
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Lesson 3:  Conducting Interviews 
**Memorable Moment 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT interview a member of the community about their commitment to social 

justice. 
• SWBAT articulate the principles the community member holds central to their idea of 

justice. 
• SWBAT describe how the community member’s ideals are put into action.  
• SWBAT decide if the community member is a model for justice for them, and in what 

ways. 
 
Activity 
While this “Lesson” may not take place in the classroom or during class time, it will be 
important to offer a space and time for students to do their interviews.  I might suggest 
having a two-week period between Lessons 2 and 4 to give students ample time to 
complete their interviews and prepare their presentations.   
 
During the interviews, students should ask the questions that they prepared as a class 
during Lesson 2 as well as any other questions they want to ask.  They should invite the 
interviewee to share photographs and memorabilia with them that will enhance their 
learning. 
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Lesson 4:  Presentations to Each Other 
***Authentic Assessment 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT describe the community member’s social justice passion and involvement. 
• SWBAT compare and contrast reasons for the various community members’ 

involvement in social justice issues. 
• SWBAT interpret how the community member’s Jewish identity informs their 

commitment to social justice issues. 
 
Activity 
Here’s an opportunity for students to show off what they’ve learned from their 
encounters with the activists.  Encourage them to be creative in designing their 
presentations, using technology, clippings from newspapers, pictures, etc.  Be sure to 
set time limits based on the number of students who will be presenting. 
 
When presenting, the students should share three overarching things they learned from 
their interviewees: 
• What it is that the person is passionate about and how they are involved with that 

particular issue. 
• Why the person cares about the issue and pursues justice. 
• How Judaism does/does not inform their commitment to social justice. 
 
Students should be encouraged to ask each other questions at the end of each 
presentation, and engage in some dialogue around the person and issue that is 
presented. 
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Unit 6 Resources 
Activists in Our Community 

 
Lesson 2:  Prepping for Interviews 
 
Ellen interviews Pink: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WAISDoHWq-0 
 
Diane Sawyer interviews Renee Zellweger 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=irok2btQY1U 
 
Barbara Walters interviews Barack Obama 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fW2mIkfHMVI 
 
Brian Williams interviews Tony Blair 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uqWFR_OggSU&feature=PlayList&p=0D70F1844F6
93069&playnext=1&playnext_from=PL&index=9 
 
 
Basic Principles for Conducting Interviews 
 
Preparing for the Interview 
http://www.concernedjournalists.org/getting-most-your-interviews 
 
Arranging your Interview Questions 
http://www.concernedjournalists.org/tuesdays-tool-arranging-your-interview-questions 
 
Basic guidelines for conducting an interview 
http://www.concernedjournalists.org/ten-tips-better-interview 
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Unit 7 
What is My Model of Justice,  

and How Do I Know if it’s Jewish? 
 
Enduring Understandings  
• Democratic societies, such as America, which seek to promote values of 

compassion and equality, can serve as places where Jews can feel safe to live, 
prosper and contribute. 

• Active involvement by Jews in the American public sphere has conveyed the Jewish 
community’s devotion to equal rights for all citizens since the country’s inception. 

• American Jews can have a distinct impact on American society by integrating their 
understanding of their Jewish identity and their American identity. 

• When a coalesced Jewish American roots his/her local pursuit of justice on the 
biblical, prophetic, rabbinical and modern teachings of Judaism, he/she can produce 
a distinct voice and perspective within the larger society. 

• The tension between American and Jewish values can encourage a creative 
struggle for those whose lives are informed by both. 

 
Essential Questions 
• How do I sort through all of the models of justice from this curriculum to create one 

that speaks to me? 
• What is my own model of justice? 
• How do I know what I’m doing is Jewish? 
 
Goals 
• To give students the opportunity to define their own sense of justice. 
• To give students the opportunity to present their learning and accomplishments to 

the congregational community. 
 
Outline of Lessons 
Lesson 1:  What is My Own Model of Justice? 

*Scripted Lesson 
***Authentic Assessment 

Lesson 2:  How Do I Know if My Own Model of Justice is Jewish? 
***Authentic Assessment 

Lesson 3:  Preparing for the Social Justice Inspired Shabbat 
Lesson 4:  Social Justice Inspired Shabbat 

**Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 
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Lesson 1:  What is My Own Model of Justice? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT synthesize the models of justice they’ve learned throughout the unit. 
• SWBAT decide what model of justice works best for them. 
 
Materials 
• Poster paper 
• Students’ definitions of justice from Unit 1 
• Butcher paper 
• Markers 
 
Timeline 
0-20 minutes  Introduction:  4 Corners 
20-35 minutes Reexamine definitions of justice 
35-60 minutes Create Own Model of Justice 
 
Lesson   
0-20 minutes Introduction:  Four Corners & the Middle 
In each of the four corners of the room, place a poster, each labeled with the name of 
the activists studied in the curriculum; Cardozo, Abzug, Heschel, and Vorspan.  Place a 
poster in the middle of the room labeled “Community Activists.”  Invite students to write 
on each of the four corner posters things that describe those activists, including their 
values, accomplishments, and adjectives describing them.  They should also think 
about community activist they interviewed, and keep in mind things that would describe 
them, as well. 
 
After students have spent time writing descriptions of the activists, play a variation of the 
“Four Corners Game.”  Ask a series of questions (listed below), and tell the students to 
go to the activist’s poster whose answer to the question would most be like their own.  
After posing each question, invite a few students each time to explain their answer and 
how it best relates to the activist to whom they are relating. 
 
Questions: 
• What ideals and values most inform your sense of justice? 
• What issues of social justice are more important to you? 
• What ways do you (want to) pursue justice? 

 
20-35 minutes Reexamine definitions of justice 
Distribute the definitions of justice that students wrote in Unit 1.  Ask them to review 
them, and decide if they want to make any changes to their definitions.  They should 
write physical “track changes” on the sheet itself. 
 
35-60 minutes Create Own Model of Justice 
Give the students a new sheet of butcher paper to create their Model of Justice.  In the 
center they should write their new definition justice.  Then, almost in web-like form, write 
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and/or draw various associations that have to do with that definition coming out of it.  
They can write/draw anything that inspires their sense of justice:  names of people; 
quotes; places; historical events; activities; values; etc.  This is an excellent opportunity 
for students to show off some of their artistic talents.  Provide crayons, markers, maybe 
even magazines for them to create a piece that best represents them.  They should take 
their time to carefully do this, as they will present it at the next lesson. 
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Lesson 2:  How Do I Know if My Own Model of Justice is 
Jewish? 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT determine Jewish connections to various statements. 
• SWBAT critique the Jewish content of each other’s Models of Justice. 
• SWBAT justify what makes their Model of Justice Jewish. 
 
Activity 
Students should layout their Models of Justice around the room.  Give each student a 
pad of post-it notes and a pen.  Have students walk around the room and look at each 
other’s Model of Justice.  They should feel free to write questions and feedback 
comments on the post-it notes and place them on the Models.  After students have 
spent time looking at each other’s Models, they should return to their own to look at the 
feedback. 
 
After the “feedback” part of the activity, have the students present their models to each 
other.  They should present the themes and ideas central to their Model.  They should 
also feel free to respond to the feedback given by their classmates. 
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Lesson 3:  Preparing for the Social Justice Inspired Shabbat 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT decide what lessons of social justice they want to share with the 

congregation. 
• SWBAT articulate their major take-aways from the entire curriculum about justice. 
• SWBAT design a Shabbat experience that educates congregants of all ages about 

the social justice issues they studied. 
 
*This Lesson may last more than one session, as the students should both plan the 
Shabbat Service and their presentations. 
 
Activity 1:  Planning the Shabbat  
It would be great if the students, themselves, planned the Social Justice Inspired 
Shabbat.  Think about the leadership roles students can play in planning this program.  
For example, they might lead the actual service; give iyunim  (short, creative 
introductions to prayers or thoughtful additions to the service), share pieces of art, etc. 
throughout the service, give the d’var torah (speech about the week’s torah portion), etc.  
They might also coordinate a Shabbat dinner or oneg (social gathering after services), 
or design creative publicity advertising the Shabbat program.  This is a chance for them 
to practice leadership skills they have perhaps gained in other areas of Jewish learning! 
 
This is also a terrific opportunity for a member of the clergy to engage with the 
teenagers.  He/she can meet with the students to plan the service, and help them 
integrate themes of social justice into the worship experience.   
 
Activity 2:  Preparing their Presentations 
Students should prepare an exhibit of everything they’ve accomplished and learned this 
year.  Their presentations from Unit 6 should be displayed.  Each memorable moment 
from the units should be presented, perhaps through pictures and journal reflections.  
Students who further pursued campaigns from earlier units should also find a way to 
present their work.  The Social Justice Inspired Shabbat is the time for students to 
showcase their work and synthesize what they’ve learned! 
 
Activity 3:  Connecting Shabbat to Social Justice 
Rabbi Irving “Yitz” Greenberg does a beautiful job connecting Shabbat to the theme of 
social justice in his book, The Jewish Way.  In the chapter, “The Dream and How to Live 
it:  Shabbat,” he describes Shabbat as the taste of the perfect world that God created, 
and thus, the world we should be working to recreate.  He writes: 
 
“The very first chapter of the Bible records a dream, a vision of the world in its perfect 
state, an Eden of order and beauty in which life emerges from the divine ground of 
existence.  All life is related and intertwined, and the crown of physical creation is 
humankind.  Ever single human being, man and woman, shares the ultimate dignity of 
having been created in the image of God… 
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“Jewish existence without the dream is almost inconceivable.  The drawing power of the 
vision has kept Jews faithful to their mission over several millennia.  Expulsion, 
persecution, and destruction have assaulted but never obliterated the dream.  Jews 
have repeatedly given everything, including their very lives, to keep it alive.  And when 
catastrophe shattered the vision, Jews spent their lives renewing it.  The question is:  
From where can people draw the strength to renew their dream again and again?  The 
answer of Jewish tradition is:  Give people just a foretaste of the fulfillment, and they will 
never give it up.  The Shabbat is that taste.”39 
 
Discuss with the students how they can create a Shabbat experiences for themselves 
and their community that brings this idea to live.

                                                        

39 Greenberg, Irving. The Jewish Way: Living the Holidays. New York: Touchstone, Simon & 
Schuster, 1988. 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Lesson 4:  Social Justice Inspired Shabbat Service 
**Memorable Moment 
***Authentic Assessment 
 
Objectives 
• SWBAT educate others about important social justice issues in their own 

community. 
• SWBAT demonstrate to others the value of being involved in the American public 

sphere. 
• SWBAT introduce the community activists they interviewed to the congregation. 
 
Activity:  Shabbat Service 
This is an opportunity for the students to shine as leaders and present their learning to 
the congregation.  It’s a chance to recognize the people in your community doing 
valuable work in the social justice arena.  All of the people who the students chose to 
interview should be invited to attend the service, as this is a beautiful way to honor 
them. 
 
There are a variety of ways for students to infuse social action throughout the entire 
service, and as much as they can, they should be encouraged to do so.  Though this is 
not the culminating activity for the unit, it is certainly a synthesis activity that can 
encompass the entire unit.  The focus should, however, remain on your community and 
the activists on whom the students presented.  Find a way for their presentations to be 
included in the service, whether it’s displaying any visuals created, having the students 
speak about their activist in front of the entire congregation, or perhaps a slide show 
highlighting memorable moments from throughout the course.   
 
Again, as noted earlier, you may want to have a clergy member work with the students 
to prepare to lead parts of the service.  Integrating the theme of social justice into the 
service itself will provide for a rich experience for everyone. 
 
Depending on how much time students have to plan for the service, you may want to 
include a dinner or oneg discussion after the service.  This would allow congregants to 
learn from the students’ experiences even more deeply, and further present the work 
they did. 
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Annotated Bibliography 
 

Heschel, Abraham Joshua. "What We Might Do Together." Religious Education 62:2 
(1967): 133-40.  

This article is where Heschel's famously quoted line about walking from Selma to 
Montgomery can be found. Excerpts from it are used in multiple lessons in Unit 4, 
including the Jonah text study and the interfaith dialogue. Heschel's essay was 
second in a three-part series entitled, "What We Might Do Together." The other 
essays are also included in the appendices, and are cited in the interfaith 
dialogue lesson.  This essay gave a great window into Heschel’s views of action 
and interfaith work.  

  
Intimate Portrait: Bella Abzug. Dir. Lee Grant. VHS. Lifetime Home Video, 1999.  
Better and more concise than any book, this video tells the story of Abzug's life as an 

activist, a politician, a wife and mother, and a Jew. It is complete with interviews 
of people who knew here best, and includes interviews and shots of Abzug 
herself.  This video was very helpful in preparing the entire unit on Abzug, as it 
gave a strong overview of her life.  

  
Jacobs, Jill. There Shall Be No Needy: Pursuing Social Justice through Jewish Law & 

Tradition. Woodstock: Jewish Lights, 2009.  
This book is a terrific source for background reading for the facilitator. It provides 

definitions for various "Jewish" terms used in discussing justice, and gives 
background for traditional and Jewish legal implications for pursuing justice. 
Jacobs wrote the book with domestic issues in mind, and specifically addresses 
the issue of Jewish involvement in the American public sphere.   

  
Jewish Virtual Library - Homepage. 2009. The American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise. 

6 Apr. 2009 <http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/>.  
This comprehensive website has articles about everything Jewish! It was most helpful in 

finding biographical information about the Jewish historical figures that appear in 
the guide.    

  
Judaism-Action-Social Change. 2007. Hillel and Panim. 6 Apr. 2009 

<http://justaction.org/>.  
This site offers resources and lesson plans about Judaism and pursuing justice. I 

suggest a couple of lesson plans that could be adapted for use in this guide, and 
many of the text studies are also applicable. It's a terrific site for the facilitator to 
do background research as well.  

  
"Mr. Social Action: A Conversation with Albert Vorspan." Reform Judaism Fall 1991: 14-

18.  
In this interview, Albert Vorspan shares stories from his life and his views on various 

issues. It helps readers get a real sense of who he is and what he stands for. It's 
an engaging interview, and would interest students when acted out in Unit 5. It 
also will give you, the facilitator, helpful background when preparing for the unit.  
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It was a great resource to help get a picture of who Albert Vorspan really was.  
  
 
Polenberg, Richard. The World of Benjamin Cardozo: Personal Values and the Judicial 

Process. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1997.  
This biography about Benjamin Cardozo is a complete and thorough source. It details 

his accomplishments, writings, and court decisions. It also shares insights about 
the limited knowledge of his personal life, and what drove him in his ethics and 
morals.  I found that this was the most comprehensive source on Cardozo’s life, 
and was written in a way that was easy to understand.  

  
Sarna, Jonathan D. American Judaism: A History. New Haven: Yale UP, 2004.  
This book is the authority on American Jewish history. It tells the stories of Jewish life in 

America since the first Jews arrived in 1654. It was extremely helpful in compiling 
historical information for this guide, including deciding what people and issues 
should be the focus points.  Sarna’s book helped frame a lot of eras for me that 
come out through the lives of the figures in this guide.  

  
Sidney, Schwarz. Judaism and Justice: The Jewish Passion to Repair the World. 

Woodstock: Jewish Lights, 2006.  
This book is a terrific source for background reading for the facilitator. It provides 

definitions for various "Jewish" terms used in discussing justice, and gives 
background for traditional and Jewish legal implications for pursuing justice. 
Though it deals with many global issues, it does focus on some domestic issues. 
It even has a chapter devoted to looking at the American Jewish community's 
role in the public sphere.  

  
Tamir, Anat. No Schvitz: Your One-Stop Guide to Fighting Sweatshops, 2nd Edition. 

Los Angeles: Progressive Jewish Alliance, 2004.  
This magazine-like brochure is an educational piece that relates the history of Jewish 

garment workers from the early 20th Century to issues of sweatshops today. It 
guides learners through a time line of labor issues, and highlights what can be 
done to fight violations today. It is an excellent source to use with Unit 4 when 
discussing Bella Abzug's work for women's rights and workers' rights.  I found it 
extremely useful in understanding today’s issues related to workers’ rights, and 
how to apply it to American Jewish history.  

  
Trippett, Krista. The Spiritual Audacity of Abraham Joshua Heschel. 5 June 2008. 

Speaking of Faith from American Public Media. 18 Mar. 2009 
<http://speakingoffaith.publicradio.org/programs/heschel/transcript.shtml>.  

This is a transcript of an interview with Arnold Eisen, Chancellor of the Jewish 
Theological Seminary, about Abraham Joshua Heschel. Eisen shares unique 
stories about Heschel, and how he's been inspired by him. Heschel, himself is 
quoted here as well. This is a great source for you, the facilitator, to gain more 
insight about Heschel, and may be interesting for your students to hear as well. 
You can also download the program to listen to the audio, which would be great 
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for students to hear because there are pieces of recordings of Heschel, himself.  
I found this resource to be extremely valuable, as I gained great insight into 
Heschel’s life from this.  

  
 
Vorspan, Albert, and David Saperstein. Jewish Dimensions of Social Justice: Tough 

Moral Choices of Our Time. New York: UAHC P, 1998.  
This is an excellent source for facing various social justice issues in the 21st Century. It 

places the issues in context of the Jewish tradition utilizing Biblical, Rabbinic, and 
modern texts. It also explains how the issues have developed as domestic issues 
in America, as well as gives some background for those issues, which are also 
global. Issues addressed in the book fall within the following overarching 
categories: Life-and-Death Issues; Bioethics; Economic Justice; Environmental 
Crisis; Israel; Peace and International Affairs; Civil Rights and Race Relations; 
America's Multiracial Society; Civil Liberties; Religious Liberty; Facing Anti-
Semitism; Changing Jewish Family; and Creating a Jewish Ethical Will. Clearly 
this book is a great resource for Unit 5: Albert Vorspan, as he is the author. It 
gives readers a sense of his understanding of social justice issues, and how to 
approach such issues. I use one of the sections in the unit on Environmental 
Crisis for a lesson in Unit 5. The one caveat I will give is that this book is more 
than ten years old, and was written pre-September 11th. Some issues seem to 
be out of date (i.e. medical issues have advanced since then; there are more 
recent examples to address in peace and international affairs). Please be aware 
of this caveat when using this book, and be sure to supplement it with up to date 
resources.  

  
Zeldin, Michael. "Integration and Interaction in the Jewish Day School." The Jewish 

Educational Leader’s Handbook. Denver: A.R.E., 1998. 579-90.  
Though written for day school education, this article is applicable to anyone educating 

Jewish students in America. It addresses the points of contact and tension within 
the Jewish and American cultures, and suggests how we might educate students 
by way of integration and interaction between the two. It was helpful in 
formulating my rationale and thinking about how to structure my guide.  
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LESSON 2: JUSTICE AS A UNIVERSAL AND JEWISH VALUE (45 mins -1 hr) 
 
Time 
 To shorten: 
  Cut the opening activity 

Or 
  Include fewer statements 

Or 
  Cut the closing activity 
  

To lengthen 
  Have the closing activity done in class (as a discussion or as a writing exercise) 

Or 
  Do step 6 of the main activity as a full class discussion 
  
Goals 

!  
 
Materials 

! 2 sheets of paper, saying “ Jew” and “American” 
! 1 copy of the “2 Languages” paragraph (see appendix) 
! Copies of the list of statements – one per student, with the “2 languages” 

paragraph on the back (see appendix) 
 
1) Framing exercise  (10 mins) 

 
In advance, write the following quote on the board:  
“The administration of justice is the firmest pillar of government”  
(do not write the author on the board, but it is by George Washington, 1789) 

 
a) As the students enter the room, ask them to take out a piece of paper and write down 

who they think might have written this quote.  
b) Take guesses. You will most likely get different Jewish authors/sources. If no one 

guesses correctly (very likely!), write under the quote: “George Washington, 1789” 
c) Ask the students if this surprises them. Why? What does it say about the relationship 

between being a Jew and being an American? 
 
 



 

 
 

JCI CURRICULUM: UNIT 1: CHAPTER 1 – CALL TO ACTION 
LESSON 2: JUSTICE AS A UNIVERSAL AND JEWISH VALUE 

 

 2 

 
 

2)  Main Activity (30 mins) 
 

a) Place signs on opposite sides of the room saying “ Jew” and “American”. Clear a space 
in the middle of the room so that students can fill the space between the two signs in a 
continuum. 

b) Give one student the “2 Languages” paragraph. Have them read it out loud.  
c) Read as many of the following statements as you desire. After each one, have the 

students choose a side – do they do this action as a Jew or as an American? (You can 
decide if there is a middle ground or only the two polarities). After the students have 
dispersed themselves, ask a few students to explain their placement. 
 
Statements: 

1. I go to school every day. 
2. I help my elderly neighbor take out her trash. 
3. I celebrate the 4th of July. 
4. I obey the speed limit (or will, when I drive!). 
5. I volunteer at a soup kitchen. 
6. I intend to go to college. 
7. I make sure there aren’t any pieces of glass or holes in the sidewalk in front of 

my house. 
8. I go to synagogue. 
9. I never litter. 

 
 

d) Ask students to get into pairs / triads. Give each pair a copy of the list of statements. 
Ask them to identify one value that leads them to act in such a way. For example, I 
celebrate the 4th of July because of patriotism, or because it is important to my family. 
Tell them not to worry about using specific terms for the values, they just should get 
the ideas down. 

 
e) While they are working, write the list of statements on the board, with a large space 

next to each one. Or pre-prepare this list on a poster board before class. 
f) Regroup: Go through each group’s values as a class. Elicit explanations of the values on 

the board, and write these next to each term. 
g) Discuss the values. Ask students: 

! Are these values Jewish values or American values?  
! Are any in conflict with Judaism?  
! How do you decide which set of values to follow? 
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!  Can you think of an example when American and Jewish values conflict? 
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1) Conclusion (5-10 mins) 
 
a) Ask students to turn to the “2 languages” text. With this page open, ask them the 

following questions: 
 
Journal Questions: 

! Do you (or should you) act as a Jew when engaged in social action or as an 
American?  

! What’s the difference?  
! Can I be both? 

 
b) Ask students to think about these questions and write answers in their journals or 
discuss them in pairs.  
 
c) If you give homework / grades: 
Ask students to answer those questions in an essay. 
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JEW 
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AMERICAN 
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I go to school every day. 
 
 
 
 

 

I help my elderly neighbor take 
out her trash. 
 
 
 

 

I celebrate the 4th of July. 
 
 
 
 

 

I obey the speed limit (or will, 
when I drive!). 
 
 
 

 

I volunteer at a soup kitchen. 
 
 
 

 

I intend to go to college. 
 
 
 

 

I make sure there aren’t any 
pieces of glass or holes in the 
sidewalk in front of my house. 
 
 

 

I go to synagogue. 
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“2 Languages” Text  
 
 
As Jews in America, we have two primary “languages,” two identities, two 
cultures:  Jewish and American. Often these cultures overlap and reinforce 
each other. Other times they don’t. The question for us is:  how do we 
negotiate this bi-lingualism?  Given a world of choice, why should we 
continue to choose to be Jews? And when? If Jewish and American values 
either clash or are motivated by different impulses, how shall we choose 
between them? As Jews, how should we negotiate the tug of particularism 
with the demand of universalism? 

 
 
 
 





 

Action Guide > Action 

 

Once you are engaged in a process of thoughtful preparation, you must decide 

what kind of action you will take to address the need/social problem that you 

have identified. In thinking about action, it is important to consider the different 

modes of activity that could have an impact. We have organized civic action 

into five modes, represented by the acronym SPACE: 

 

It is important to note that although service-learning can certainly consist of direct service, 
any of these five modes would be appropriate action in a service learning framework. 

 

In this chapter, we will examine each of these five paths in depth. For each path, we will 
explain and define the term, list some well-known practitioners and organizations that 
employ this methodology, and suggest some books and resources for more in-depth study. 
Each path concludes with profiles of young Jews who have made a positive impact on their 
world by employing that particular technique. 

 

Before examining each path in depth, we will offer some brief definitions and 

examples: 

 

Direct service is hands-on. It’s what we usually think of first when we talk 

about volunteering. Visiting someone who is sick or elderly, tutoring a student, 

cleaning up a beach, and stocking cans at the food pantry are all examples of 

meeting a need immediately through direct service. 

 

Philanthropy means giving money to support projects or organizations that address a need 
or a problem. Philanthropy recognizes that most serious social problems in our world 
cannot be solved by individual direct service alone and that, in many cases, there may 
already be organizations that are addressing the problem we have identified, but simply 



need additional resources to get the job done. Often, raising money for larger scale projects 
is necessary. 

 

Advocacy uses argument and persuasion to achieve a particular action or change. Often 
advocacy is directed specifically toward public officials to persuade them to pass a piece of 
legislation that can directly impact on the social problem you have identified. Advocacy can 
also educate the general public to effect a change in behavior – to stop smoking or to buy 
fair-trade coffee, for example. Advocacy efforts can also be directed at businesses and 
corporations. 

 

Community organizing is a strategy to pursue justice for the less-powerful by developing a 
strong, democratic organization whose power comes from the numbers and mutual 
commitment of its members. Community organizers build consensus among those facing a 
social problem and then helps those citizens leverage their numbers to pressure public 
officials to take action to resolve the issue at hand. 

 

Social entrepreneurs have many of the same skills as business entrepreneurs, but instead 
of affecting the financial or technological world, they are focused on addressing social 
problems. Social ventures are begun by one person or a small group with an idea of how to 
address a specific need. Some social enterprises are not-for-profit organizations. Others are 
businesses that incorporrate a social mission such as training and employing people who 
are poor and unskilled or creating and selling a product that preserves the environment. 

 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

  

 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“Do not heed a popular cry to 
convict, nor decide a cause either to 
please the powerful or to favor the 
poor.”  (Exodus 23:2-3) Cardozo’s 
translation 

“You shall neither side with the 
mighty to do wrong – you shall not 
give perverse testimony in a dispute 
so as to pervert it in favor of the 
mighty – nor shall you show 
deference to a poor person in a 
dispute.” (Exodus 23:2-3) Plaut &  
Sarna translation 

In all criminal 
prosecutions, the 
accused shall enjoy 
the right to a speedy 
and public trial, by an 
impartial jury of the 
State and district 
wherein the crime 
shall have been 
committed, which 
district shall have 
been previously 
ascertained by law, 
and to be informed of 
the nature and cause 
of the accusation; to 
be confronted with 
the witnesses against 
him; to have 
compulsory process 
for obtaining 
witnesses in his 
favor, and to have the 
Assistance of Counsel 
for his defense.   
(US Constitution, 
Amendment VI)  

Both the American and Biblical 
tradition are concerned about 
the rights of the defendant.   
How is the 6th Amendment 
similar to the laws in Exodus 
23:2-3?   
How are the two different? 

“[Cardozo] did not become the protector 

of the injured merely because the 

defendant had ample funds to meet the 

judgment or had an ability to spread the 

loss.  His scales were those of legal 

justice, not sentimental justice.”  

(William Seavey) 

“In the interest of 
impartial justice, no 
consideration is to be 
given to the social 
standing of the 
litigants.” (Sarna)  

The jury is assumed to be 

impartial, and no persons may 

be deliberately and 

systematically excluded from 

jury service because of class, 

“The individual may not 

be singled out from 

among his fellows, and 

made the victim of the 

shafts of malice.  Those 

who are put over him 

Do you think “legal 
justice” and “impartial 
justice are the same? 
 
Why are these important 
concepts in law? 

Write your own version of a law that addresses the rights of a defendant to a fair and impartial trial: 

“Judicial power is never exercised for the purpose of 

giving effect to the will of the judge; always for the 

purpose of giving effect to the will of the legislature; or in 

other words, to the will of the law.”
1
 (Cardozo) 

Do no follow a majority blindly if your conscience 
demands otherwise. (Rashi)   

You shall not render an 
unfair decision:  do not 
favor the poor or show 
deference to the rich; 
judge your kinsman 
fairly. (Leviticus 19:15) 

Exodus 23:2-3 Daf Cardozo 

„are to govern by promulgated established law, not to be 

varied in particular cases, but to have one rule for rich and 

poor, for the favorite at court and the countryman at 

plough.‟”  (Cardozo, quoting Locke) 

race, or gender.  The Supreme Court has ruled that due process requires that persons accused 

of serious crimes are entitled to a trial by jury… Trial by jury is provided for in Article III, 

section 2 and by the Sixth and Seventh amendments of the US Constitution. (The American 

Political Dictionary)  
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