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Chesed and Tzedek

Ruth Messinger is Executive Director of Americawidd World Service, an organization working wittdan
on behalf of the American Jewish community aggasterty, hunger, and oppression in the developiogdy
Yossi Prager is the North American Director of B\ CHAI Foundation, a private, independent foundat
with the mission of promoting Jewish commitmentriily through Jewish education. Simon Greer is
Executive Director at the Jewish Fund for Jusigeprganization that addresses social and econssuies.
They spoke by phone with Susan Berrin, Editor dfrah

Susan Berrin: In recent years, it's been suggested that sdveiceme an integral part of the teen or post high
school experience. What impact would that havehenJewish community?

Ruth Messinger: I'm hugely in favor of this. Real hands-on expeees the action component of worship and
study, helps people understand the issues thatazdrthem in the world and connect faith-basedhimas
with actual ways to put them into practice.

Yoss Prager: | think that a service component, chesed work|rsady built into the structure of many day
schools, which see their mission as building treratter and the sense of communal responsibilithieof
students. In some high schools there is a chesgireenent, and lower grades integrate chesed imgenous
projects. For example, in my daughter's schoolthind grade renovated the waiting area of thegtedi
outpatient clinic of a local hospital.

Ruth: It's different when young people do service ioacentrated way, when it's the central piece oftwha
they're doing, thoughtfully accompanied by Jewestt and values education. Doing hands-on work swety
makes all the learning more real.

Simon Greer: It would be great if we could get to a place whitiere was a universal service obligation
throughout the Jewish community, whether it's tigfoyour attendance at day school or affiliatiorhveit
synagogue or working with some other Jewish grougyst knowing that it's a piece of what it metmbe a
Jew. This would signal to the world what we stamdwhile impacting the lives of each individual Jdw
worked to help start a hunger action club whend waBth grade, and years later as a result ofdbéf |
lived in Poland working for Solidarity. | know thecredible personal transformation that can beksgzhby a
service learning experience. But we need to sedltlsais a portal, an entryway. While it's tremeusd that
people would work to renovate and improve a wing ébspital, | would also want us to have our céitd
think about why many people can't afford to gohe hospital or use the hospital as their primarg cather
than having access to a doctor for primary carel ikhy does the hospital need volunteers to renavate

Yoss: Simon, you shifted from the concept of servicaswsh to political advocacy for a particular poift o
view. And | would try to bracket that out. It isportant, | agree, for students and adults to leathink
about the causes and solutions to the situatimesifay the most disadvantaged among us in sotietnt

to make a separate point: In thinking about theningaof service, it is important that we expand tiven
beyond social needs to educational needs. For dgathpre are many Jews today who are not conversan
with Hebrew, Jewish texts, or Jewish tradition. €ating these Jews should also be viewed as imgortan
service.

Ruth: I'm talking about every possible kind of serviagban poverty, global development, and needs o$ Jew
and others around the world. But when | talk al@otterm of service," it has only to do with thedém of
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concentrated time in which that's the primary atgtinot who the receiving population is. Secondgtee
that programs need to be structured differentlypfewsple at different life stages. And third, we dhé® engage
the questions about root causes, open debate @ms$hesrs, not dictate them.

Simon: A service project in a hospital where there's ommentary on why the hospital needs this done
through volunteers effectively condones a socielgtgsion to rely on volunteerism rather than pugbods
provided through a tax base. While the intentiongoor daughter's teacher were just and rightests is
teaching a skewed view of the world. Service lesymnust teach the importance of volunteerism wditilthe
same time teaching about systemic inequities, taises, and possible remedies.

Yoss: I'm not sure we agree on this. Volunteerism thjrik, the right answer.

Susan: Yossi, how would you distinguish between the Jewalues of chesed , lovingkindness, and tzedek ,
justice? And would you comment specifically on thidespread chesed within the Orthodox community?

Yoss: Chesed includes activities such as providing algthmoney, medical supplies, food for new mothers
and people sitting shiva, job training, resumeisesy and networking for people who are unemployéese
activities might be undertaken simply because geroitasadim is, according to the Mishna in Avot ofithe
foundations of the world. However, in practice, s# flows also from a sense of areivut, mutual
responsibility. In many Orthodox communities, tiéraordinary amount of chesed is a function of peop
living in a close social and geographic communitye fact that people all live near each other, atking
distance to a shul, that virtually all the childgamto the same schools, means that people'saireeso much
more interconnected with each other and, as atygmdple feel a much greater responsibility foe another.
Tzedek , on the other hand, is not attributablecimmunity, but is a universal value to which ad antitled
and all people should promote.

Ruth: And indeed right now the entire spectrum of theisewommunity, along with those of other faith and
secular backgrounds, is trying to bring attentimthte problems of Sudan. In some communities huargam
service is expected of everybody, and the placoti is in shul or exclusively with one's own coomity.

Other people engage that activity outside their cammunities. There is a dramatic difference fex ftiture

of the Jewish community if they do that service kverregardless of the recipient population -- vatdewish
organization and complemented by Jewish study.

Simon: | thought that the chesed commitment came fronttimeept that the world is made in the image of
God and had nothing to do with geographic proxirattll. It is profoundly powerful to imagine tha¢ople
I've never seen are equally dignified becausertheyade in the same image as me. The efforts tagendews
in struggles, concerns, service, learning outsfduo community is based on the understandingdhbat
values call on us to transcend the limitationsedgraphy. Our efforts are based on our deep av®ds
presence in the world and what it means to lividnig global community and feel the obligations tivat as
Jews, have to people far beyond the people weeggdarly.

Yoss: Traditional Judaism has always seen the needdatjze action; we all have limited time and firczed
resources. Jewish law defines concentric circlesrevigour first obligation is to your immediate fmthen
your extended family; then to your Jewish commuaityl Israel; finally to people in other communities
other words we are most responsible to those witbrawvwe have a relationship.

Ruth: As we draw those concentric circles, we must thibkut how each of us and our community as a
whole looks at those various circles. And what rsalke those circles? How do | identify who is in my
immediate family and who is part of my communityRdt/ for example, are our obligations to the persha
picked the beans for our morning cup of coffee?
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Simon: | really like your premise, Yossi. The only pldta grappling with the concentric circles is, eviewe
accept that | want to maximize the impact on myilfaand the people closest to me, we could debate
whether serving the people closest to my famithésbiggest benefit for my family. In such a cormpidobal
environment, we have to look much more broadlysfresgoing to understand the best ways to serve the
people closest to us.

Yossi: | take your point that at times the root caussamhething affecting the people in my city might be
something happening elsewhere -- for example, grmaobicy. | was thinking in terms of responsibilityot
maximizing leverage.

Susan: How do you see service as a pathway into Juda&mservice, like art, provide a gateway into
Jewish life?

Ruth: Yes, especially if the service program or projsatitiated by a Jewish organization that, as ohies
explicit motives and intentions, teaches why thia Jewish value. For example, our programs dilldeca
Jewish educator who uses both rabbinic and conteanptexts that reflect specifically on what's J@wabout
what the participants are doing and what the Tarahcommentaries say about the issues they are
confronting. This is critical, because for many dewose last serious encounter with Judaism wHeeat
moment of their bar or bat mitzvah, this is thestfadult immersion in Jewish community. And we &pbping
to continue working with these people when they etnmme, both to keep them working on the issues of
poverty and oppression and to keep them workinggures from a Jewish perspective. Many of our
graduates, in fact, end up working for Jewish comahgervice organizations, although that had been t
farthest thing from their minds before they tradelath us.

Simon: The Jewish and the service are like a braidedathalompleting each other. We need to create ewis
communities and American communities that can aéhlthe tension and apparent contradictions intexts
and values; we can't seek simple answers. It'srplex world, and our tradition has been trying éiphus

make sense of the world for thousands of yearsielhpowerful stuff in the text with which we mayroay

not feel comfortable.

Yoss: | agree with Ruth and Simon, with the clarificatihat the Jewish contribution to service is mwant
the concept of service. The Jewish community, facimof its history, was autonomous, even in exgitej had
its own legal system and its own legislative systathin the construct of the ruling government. fiéghés not
only wisdom but experience in Jewish tradition thddresses some of the social issues that pe@ple ar
considering today, and that experience should bedras part of the ongoing thinking about addrgdsath
chesed and tzedek needs.
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