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On a hot day in the summer of 2000, | stood iniaruhall in downtown Los Angeles. In front of me 48
Latina hotel workers, members of the SEIU -- th&ise workers union -- who, along with several
Progressive Jewish Alliance activists, had beessted several months earlier while engaging i civi
disobedience during a demonstration on behalfafrijphotel workers seeking a living wage.

All of those arrested were sentenced to severakhoiicommunity service, and as volunteer workafor
nonprofit organization satisfied the requiremehg workers were going to spend the next severakhou
stuffing envelopes for an upcoming PJA mailingupgort of their campaign. We all appreciated tbeyr

As | began to explain who | was and why | was there of the women called out in Spanish. The whole
room broke out laughing and then applauded. | thitoehe translator next to me, embarrassed at not
understanding, and asked what had just happenete\dat sheepishly, the translator told me what the
woman had shouted: "Finally, the Jews have arrived!

For many American Jews, the obligation to workdoonomic justice is central. Our grandparents and
great-grandparents toiled in sweatshops under uvalbleaoften lethal, conditions and then foughtkdage

forming unions and promoting regulation of industigwish texts are clear about the obligations ekt

between employer and employee and about the rabgionef the community to those in need.

But are we translating these beliefs into meaniradtion? Have we, as a community, arrived at tbatflines
of the struggles for economic justice in this coynt

We took great pride in Jewish involvement in thal cights movement of the 1960s. A generation ¥ m
generation -- of rabbis, activists, and educatamecof age enthralled by Abraham Joshua Heschelimment
that in Selma, "l felt my legs were praying." Wedarstood that the struggle for civil rights was @dern
retelling of our own story of liberation. But Hegtland Martin Luther King were marching for civgints and
economic justice. They understood that the twoabways connected; there can be no social equaltihout
economic justice. King was in Memphis in supporsiiking sanitation workers when he was assassinat

Today, most (although by no means all) AmericansJeawe a measure of economic security. And the
struggle of the working poor does not capture megination in the way that fighting against Jim Wrdid
40 years ago. But in 21st century America, it &ghowing gap between the haves and the havethets,
unavailability of healthcare, the evisceration o¥grnment regulation of industry, the rollback afah of the
social safety net created by the New Deal and tleatGSociety, the return to a new gilded age obBsiand
Haliburtons, that presents perhaps the greatelitntpa to the health of our democracy.

This economic inequality is also an affront to dawish values. The Torah says, "You shall not abussedy
and destitute laborer, whether a fellow countrymaa stranger... You must pay him his wages ors#nee
day, before the sun sets... else he will cry to &gainst you and you will incur guilt." (Deuterongm
24:14-25) And Leviticus 19 instructs us that "Thages of a laborer shall not remain with you ungrning."
Mishna, Talmud, and later rabbinic authorities \weMthese commands not only as ideals, but alsegakdnd
ethical obligations, adding, among others, the irequent of paying a worker a living wage. In modgnmes,
rabbinic authorities have used these discussiorapport the right to organize for better wageslamkfits (
Responsa Iggerot Moshe , Rabbi Moshe Feinstein).
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The fight for economic justice begins at home. @adition and history compel us to stand with thfigleting
for a living wage and decent working conditions vewer they are, especially in our own communitiesday,
some Jewish communal professionals, teachersceemarkers, and synagogue employees cannot afford f
their own families the services they provide to deevish community. And too often, those who cleshaif,
and guard our institutions do not receive adequaiges or affordable healthcare. We need to pagthv®
work for our community wages that enable themwe lives of dignity. We need to ensure that alséh@avho
make the Jewish community run -- from rabbis tatgas -- have the same access to healthcare that we
demand for ourselves and for our children. Anythass is unacceptable and, frankly, un-Jewish.

Certainly, most Jewish agencies and organizataces Yery real budgetary constraints. But an orgéinizal
budget should also be an ethical document. In &shewganization, a budget should reflect the pryma
Jewish value of treating those who serve the comnignfairly and respectfully. This is as importanfewish
priority as are the very services our institutierst to provide. This means that we cannot usdimited
budgets as an excuse not to provide the wagesearaditls that our community workers need. The Jewish
community should look as good, responsible, andatto those viewing it from within as it doesttwse
viewing it from outside.

For these reasons, in cities around the countggrozations are educating community members albeut t
Jewish imperative to strive for economic justi@eptganize the Jewish community to stand with loages
workers, and to recognize that the struggles ofsbieking poor to stay afloat in the economy of 2desttury
America are our struggles too.

This moral issue demands no less of us than didiileéights movement of the 1960s. We must recogn
that we live in what Heschel described as a "stateoral emergency.” In an age of terror, war, gladal
insecurity, we must not lose sight of the fact thhhait we do about poverty and gross economic irligégua
today will determine the kind of America we livetmmorrow.

Daniel Sokatch is Executive Director of the ProgresJewish Alliance, California's leading Jewishial
justice organization, which has offices in Los Alegeand the San Francisco Bay Area.
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