Counting the Omer: Working with the JCPA and with your local JCRC
Who is the JCPA?

The mission of the Jewish Council for Public Affairs is to serve as the representative voice of the organized American Jewish community in addressing the principal mandate of the Jewish community relations field, expressed in three interrelated goals: 
1. To safeguard the rights of Jews here and around the world;

2. To dedicate ourselves to the safety and security of the state of Israel;

3. To protect, preserve and promote a just American society, one that is democratic and pluralistic, one that furthers harmonious interreligious, inter ethnic interracial and other intergroup relations.

These goals are informed by Jewish values. History teaches us that Jewish security is linked inexorably to the strength of democratic institutions. Thus the Jewish community has both a direct stake in, and an ethical imperative to assure that America remains a country wedded to the Bill of Rights and committed to the rule of law, a nation whose institutions continue to function as a public trust. 

The JCPA reflects a unique and inclusive partnership of national member agencies, local community relations councils and committees, and the federations of which they are a component part or affiliated agency. It convenes the "common table" around which member agencies, through an open, representative, inclusive and consensus-driven process, meet to identify issues, articulate positions, and develop strategies, programs, and approaches designed to advance the public affairs goals and objectives of the organized Jewish community. 

The work of the JCPA reflects the profound Jewish commitment to tikkun olam, the repair of the world. It expresses the conviction of the organized Jewish community that it must be active in the effort to build a just society. The JCPA has the responsibility to enhance the capacity of member agencies to effectively pursue the public affairs agenda. This responsibility requires the JCPA to provide coordination, support, and guidance for public affairs initiatives undertaken by national and local member agencies, to advocate on behalf of the public affairs policies of the organized Jewish community, and to respond to those member-identified needs which strengthen their individual and collaborative capacity to advance the communal public affairs agenda.
What is a Jewish Community Relations Council (JCRC)?

In most communities, a JCRC, whether an independent agency or a committee of its federation, serves as the convener of the Jewish community, its various organizations and varying viewpoints.  The JCRC’s role is to serve as representative voice to the general community on issues of interest and concern to the Jewish community.
JCRC structures vary:  In some communities, the JCRC is a representative body, comprised of formal representatives of local chapters of national Jewish organizations, synagogues, and other local Jewish institutions.  In other communities, the JCRC is made up of at-large representatives who, ideally, represent a cross-section of the Jewish community even as they serve as individuals.  Some communities use a hybrid of these two models.

JCRC agendas also vary, depending on national, state and local concerns.  These issues generally include:  Israel and other Middle East policy concerns, poverty & social justice, civil rights and civil liberties and Darfur.  JCRCs engage in other issues such as immigration, public education, reproductive choice, hate crimes, and separation of church and state depending on local circumstances and when called upon to engage by the JCPA.

The best way to engage with the JCRC is to contact its professional director (in small communities this person may be the Federation exec).  Find out how the JCRC is structured and how best to engage in JCRC activities.  If the JCRC is a representative body, find out what is necessary to get a seat on the board and appoint someone who will actively take part.  If the JCRC is at-large, find out how members are appointed and encourage your local leadership to engage.  In many communities, it is also possible to engage with task forces and subcommittees without the same formal requirements as the JCRC board.  This situation varies by community.  Finally, please support JCRC programs and events by encouraging the members of your congregation to attend.
Working with your JCRC to combat hate crimes

Buford O. Furrow drove from Washington State, down the California Coastline, to the North Valley Jewish Community Center in Granada Hills, for the purpose of “killing Jews.”

Less than ten years ago in Tacoma, Washington, Furrow methodically packed his van with assault rifles, pistols, thousands of rounds of ammunition, and anti-Semitic literature.  He considered several potential Jewish community targets before settling on the Center in Southern California.  He entered the building wielding a submachine gun while 250 children played outside, and began firing.  By the end of Furrow’s rampage, five Jewish-Americans – including three young boys – had been shot, and a Filipino-American postal worker had been killed on account of his race.

This hate crime was not merely an assault on a single person. It was a violent threat against the entire Jewish-American community in California, and by extension, an attack on minorities across the country.  Throughout history, hate crimes have served to intimidate individuals and groups from civic engagement and personal expression, and to threaten entire societies’ pluralistic values.  From 19th century pogroms in Eastern Europe and Russia, to Ku Klux Klan terror in the 1950s and 60s, and current violence against blacks, Latinos, gays, and other minorities, hate crimes target individuals in order to attack an entire group.  
To deter, investigate, and prosecute future hate crimes – attacks against not only against our neighbors but core Jewish-American values and ways of life – the JCPA has been working to urge the Senate to pass The Matthew Shepherd Hate Crimes Prevention Act, S.909.  We have already had a victory with the House version of the bill—The Local Law Enforcement Hate Crimes Prevention Act, H.R. 1913—which was passed on May 6th.  This hate crimes legislation will improve the federal government’s ability to prosecute violent bias-motivated crimes and provide increased support to state and local law enforcement agencies.  It will extend the federal definition of hate crime beyond only race, color, religion, and national origin to include gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, and disability.  
This bill provides an excellent opportunity for Jewish-Americans to form partnerships with important allies across the country.  The African-American, Latino, LGBT, and disabled communities have worked hard to support this new hate crimes legislation, and our partnerships with groups like the NAACP and the Human Rights Campaign on the national level can be enhanced by collaboration at the grassroots.  Opponents of the bill have spread the unfounded rumor that the legislation will threaten free speech.  This is completely untrue.  We have been joined in the campaign for this legislation by numerous other Jewish groups, like the Anti-Defamation League, as well as other faith groups.  Nevertheless, the persistence of this belief means that a strong Jewish and interfaith voice in support of hate crimes legislation is particularly important.  

What can you do?
· Through your synagogue or as an individual, you can contact your local Jewish Community Relations Council (JCRC) and urge them to cooperate with other community organizations to inform the public and your representatives about the importance of strong hate crimes laws and their connection with fundamental Jewish and American values.
· Write letters or full opinion columns for the editorial page of your local newspapers.   Call, email, or write your Senators’ offices to express support for the Matthew Shepherd Hate Crimes Prevention Act.  The bill passed the House of Representatives recently with impressive bipartisan support, but it is essential that we now increase pressure on the Senate to ensure that this legislation is promptly considered and approved.  
The bullets that sprayed through the lobby of the North Valley Jewish Community Center targeted not only Jewish-American children, but American values as well.  Hate crimes persist as a vicious threat to minority communities and Constitutional values, and require a powerful federal response.  Members of the Jewish community should stand together, and against hate crimes, in support of strong, bipartisan hate crimes legislation.

Working with your JCRC to create a strong Jewish voice on the issue of domestic hunger

“Speak up, judge righteously, champion the poor and the needy”. (Proverbs 31:9). 

The first step in this year’s Child Nutrition Reauthorization mobilization was a tremendous success!  Approximately 35 Child Nutrition Seders were held in 25 communities and portions of the Child Nutrition Hagaddah were worked in to Seders in hundreds more homes and synagogues across the nation.   And Reconstructionist congregations and havurot hosted a number of the most successful Seders. 
Whether or not your community hosted or participated in a Child Nutrition Seder, you can now take the next step in advocating for a strong Child Nutrition Reauthorization and in creating a strong Jewish voice on the issue of domestic hunger.  Please put child nutrition on the agenda for your congregation’s next board meeting before the summer slump sets in.  Get involved with your JCRC and ask them to tackle the issue of domestic child hunger.
Why is this so important? 

Right now, we have NO guaranteed new funding for the Child Nutrition Reauthorization. The recently-passed FY2010 Budget Resolution has a “reserve fund” that would allow Congress to add new funding to these programs if they can offset the costs elsewhere, but provides no guarantees. In this tight budget year, we must be vocal about the imperative of finding additional funding. 

We cannot make program improvements nor meet President Obama’s goal to end child hunger by 2015 with a no-cost child nutrition bill. Therefore, we need to build the political will in Congress to make new investments by calling our members and urging them to be an advocate with the House Ways and Means and Senate Finance committees. Specifically, we need to find $4 billion/year in additional funding to: 

· improve access to and participation in these critical programs by underserved children and communities; 

· enhance nutrition quality and provide adequate meal reimbursements; and

· modernize technology to simplify program administration and operation.

What does it mean to put child nutrition on your congregation’s or JCRC’s agenda?  It can vary from community to community.  What is important is that you take concrete action NOW.

Here are a few ways that you can engage your board and community:

· Ask your local JCRC to discuss creating policy on domestic hunger during their next meeting.  This way, when opportunities arise in the future to take action on a legislative issue related to hunger, they will already have the policy to be able to take quick action; 

· Sign onto the Child Nutrition Forum Statement of Principles and urge other local partners to do so as well;

· Work with your JCRC to host a community call-in day on Child Nutrition Programs.  If you have a member on the House Ways and Means or Senate Finance Committee, it is critical that you call your member and tell them that finding funding for child nutrition programs must be a priority; If your members are NOT on one of these committees, please call them and urge them to be an advocate with their colleagues who are. 

· Advocate for a White House Conference on Food and Nutrition. In order to elevate hunger to the top of government agenda, Representatives and co-chairs of the Congressional Hunger Center, Jim McGovern (D-MA) and Jo Ann Emerson (R-MO) have introduced a bill  (H.R. 1869) requiring a White House Conference on Food and Nutrition to be held by December 31, 2010. This conference would bring together experts on nutrition, health, and economic security to end hunger in the United States and to incorporate proper nutrition into the ultimate plan. Please call your member of Congress and ask them to co-sponsor this important piece of legislation. 
· Use ideas generated from Seder participants to plan your next event.  Keep in mind that the JCPA’s autumn interfaith mobilization, Fighting Poverty with Faith, is just around the corner and now is a great time to start planning.
The Jewish Reconstructionist Federation is a member of the JCPA, and often works with the JCPA to promote and implement innovative programming across the United States.  We encourage you, your congregation or your havurah to seek out opportunities to work with your local JCRC to implement this programming and develop your own initiatives on the local level. 

