TIKKUN OLAM: MAXIMIZING THE RECONSTRUCTIONIST IMPACT

AN OPENING FORUM AT THE JRF 2008 CONVENTION

What is distinctively Reconstructionist about an approach to Tikkun Olam?
www.jrf.org/to 

Opening: RRC ’97 class song by R. Rayzel Raphael, “V’chayei Olam Nata B’tocheinu – L’takeyn Olam b’malchut Shaddai” (You have planted the life-force of the world in us- to repair and rebalance the world through the Power of the Source of All Life.)

Valerie Kaplan, chair of the JRF board’s External Affiliations committee, opened with great Mordecai Kaplan quotes, ended reminding us of the centrality of the values-based decision-making process and highlighting the 4-page “JRF Tikkun Olam Update” in the Convention packet.


TEXTS
Mordecai Kaplan often referred to God as “The Power that Makes for Salvation.”  One important part of this formulation is the notion of God as a “Power” or a “Process,” rather than as a supernatural Being.  But equally important was Kaplan’s notion of “salvation.”

When Kaplan talked about “salvation,” he meant the capacity of every human being to come into his or her fullness as a person—in his words, “the complete and harmonious fulfillment of all the physical, mental and moral powers with which the human self as a social being is endowed” (MOG p. 41). To put it another way: we are each created b’tzelem elohim, in the image of the divine, which means each of us has profound gifts of mind and heart and soul.  To fully allow those gifts to flourish is the meaning of individual “salvation.”

What is critically important is that Kaplan understood that each individual could only achieve this “salvation” in a communal context. Existentially, Kaplan understood that all beings in the universe are in some profound and very real way connected to one another. As long as anyone is hungry in this world, as long as anyone is oppressed, I am not entirely free. Human salvation is ultimately a collective endeavor. Kaplan wrote:

“There can be no personal salvation so long as injustice and strife exist in the social order; there can be no social salvation so long as the greed for gain and the lust for domination are permitted to inhibit the hunger for human fellowship and sympathy in the hearts of [humanity].”  (MOG, p. 54)

“Salvation,” then, for Kaplan, meant both individual and communal transformation—the achievement of a fullness of self and the perfection of human society. 
Questions to ask ourselves in the pursuit of social justice:

· Will this lead to real change in how we function as a community?
· Will this lead to real change in our members' lives?
· On what values is this initiative based?
· Will this build leadership within the congregation?
· Will this have real effect on our local community [and: with whom might we need to join forces if we do want to make real change?]
· How will this ultimately help build our congregation?

Also, note that all of these questions could be applied to "the movement" just as well as to "our congregation." 

Brant:  History of JRC needing new building, plus environment committee rethinking that key value in congregational life; they put it together and decided to manifest their values in bricks and mortar, by building as green as possible.  Visit by Fred at the right time, sharing a sister JRF shul’s experience and highlighting the texts and values behind this, helped galvanize JRC’s decision to ‘go for the gold’ – and instead they got LEED platinum!  First house of worship anywhere to get that rating.  Yes there are ‘bragging rights’ to being ‘the greenest synagogue’, but also a heavy responsibility.  What’s next?!  They drafted pretty charif/intense green policy for the community; when board first read it, they were concerned – it set the bar very very high, and forced every member to invest in this in a way that only a certain segment of the community had before.  

Larger question:  when we do tikkun olam, how much is it a few people doing things in the name of the community, and how many reflect a true community-a wide commitment that includes change in the practices of their members?  The original draft, only had organic produce and food, fair trade, in the building – but what about bnai mitzvah party caterers?  Raised difficult but very fruitful discussions – passed a still very progressive policy, but not as radical as the first draft; and that’s OK, it’s an evolving document.  

This has economic implications too, as Toba has taught; as part of being a covenantal community.  Key implication:  walk the talk! Covenantal expectations, with high bar set in our values and texts, and high expectations for what we actually do.  

Next step beyond that: is there application beyond what we do within the shul; might we expect actions of members that take place in the privacy of their own homes, and in the civic community?  

Toba:  picked up where Brant left off, from theory to practice – five years with CBCO chapter, Greater Boston Interfaith Organization – belief that change only happens through organized people and/or organized money.  But we in the Recon movement have fewer people and resources! But in coalition – joining with others to be bigger than we are by ourselves – we can do most anything. 


Via Rabbi Arthur Waskow, who recommended she read Buber’s “Paths in Utopia” – build the alternatives you want to see now, ala kibbutz, so that when the regime or structures of oppression fall, there’s something meaningful to step into the breech.  This is a powerful model for social change – working to alter or dismantle structures of oppression, and also experimenting with and living out a compelling viable alternative.  We are communities with (many) shared values and commitments, and a great basis for doing this sort of work.  As her organizer mentor Mary Lankin in Boston said, first figure out what your values are, then figure out how to act on them.


So in practice, at Dorshei Tzedek:  New dues structure a decade ago, through “torah of Money” process, at key moment in congregational growth and maturation – started with key values; then came up with new dues structure (involving machatzit hashekel and nadiv lev) that embodied those values.  Now doing similar effort, involving one-on-ones and hearing each other’s stories, as a Torah of Hesed effort to make real the sense of what the community wants to be internally.  And educational initiative, with grant this year to re-up, is doing education that always has an intergenerational action component.  What was “behind the labels,” bringing in clothes tags and learning where they were from, then every grade do program for the whole community on it.  Now Federation grant for “food matters”, adult ed and teen ed and in the school, looking at the justice implications of what we eat – don’t yet know what the action component will be, that’ll come out of the study and discussion process, which is also a community-building (community-deepening) process.  Trying to live our values to learn together, and take action, as a covenantal community.  


Ask:  will this lead to a real change in our members’ lives?

How will this actually build our congregation in some way (not just 5 folks running off and doing something)?
Is this congruent with the values central to our comm.?

Will it make real change in our local community, and do we need allies in it?

Will it change what we look like in some way –as community became more economically diverse after Torah of Money efforts….  

Fred:  Zach Teutsch this morning offered a new emphasis for Recon Tikkun Olam on the “next generation” panel – let our rabbis and lay leaders be visible ‘cool’ presences in the tikkun olam world, getting to know and being a role model for the ‘millenials,’ and in time some of them will choose to join us!  
But back to my planned ‘big idea toward establishing a Recon approach to T.O.- a criterion for how to choose what to work on:  blending service & advocacy.  We think of them differently, as opposites – palliative and preventative, gemilut hasadim vs politics.  But it’s a false dichotomy – the two go hand-in-hand, and one without the other just isn’t making the kind of difference we want to see… a uniquely Recon contribution to T.O., then, could be to try to integrate them in thoughtful, communal ways.  (Note:  ‘community’ as a central Recon value is a double-edged sword – a bedrock principle of course, but also source of what can be an exaggerated fear of conflict & division, that gets in the way of the shul working on its values in the real world).  


Adat Shalom’s experience:  sidestep, and blend, service and advocacy – 8 years ago, built a green just building (Judith Helfand:  don’t just build a building; build a just building).  
(a) insisted on living wage for builders, and that involved advocacy in terms of education… 
(b) green design and materials, moving markets by educating subcontractors, also a form of advocacy; and (c) living wage & health benefits for our janitors – hard to calculate, but vital.  
One beloved worker, Jairo, an immigrant, probably wouldn’t have gone to a clinic with a stomach-ache had we not arranged that, and acute appendicitis might not have been caught in tie.  Pikuach nefesh, saving a life – we can all do that.  It was ‘service,’ but by virtue of being a model that’s still talked about today, it was advocacy as well.


Finally, at Adat Shalom:  Advocacy straight up: Darfur is the issue we did the most on, including advocacy.  Long process to change our Tikkun olam Guidelines to allow us to do advocacy per se, as a shul, after much opportunity for communal reflection; first issue we’ve worked on is same-sex marriage. New frontier is CBCO, trying to join our local IAF chapter.  


Note:  I quote Toba on economic justice & IAF; Brant has quoted me on green buildings; Toba quotes Brant on communal leadership; Shawn adds a movement voice and quotes all of us….  Sharing ideas, spending time in each others’ communities, not caring about credit but rather about maximizing the collective amount of change we can bring about – that sharing is another hallmark of Recon.

Shawn:  Yes – a Recon approach to tikkun olam should be about quoting each other and building on each others’ insights.  And yes, a Recon approach to tikkun olam cannot separate tikkun hanefesh either, which is why we opened with and repeated our song (the RRC ’97 class song, “V’chayei Olam Nata B’tocheinu – L’taken Olam b’malchut Shaddai” – and a moment of silence.  Quoting colleagues is in fact not common enough elsewhere, and it is already a unique hallmark of our movement’s work.  Lay and rabbinic colleagues represent JRF in coalitions; we have become known as truly a movement, a community not as an individual personality or two, because it’s real and communal-based.  We’re known for sharing, for interconnections among religions and denomination. 

I was brought in by a large PA Reform shul doing good justice work. I went around and asked “what’s a place where you’ve done real tikkun olam in the past year?”  One woman broke down – said she was chair of social justice in this congregation, had to step back and focus on family, “I feel like I’ve done nothing for the planet since then”– then silence, then ‘what have I just said?’  The prevailing model says that parenting/parenting isn’t tikkun – we need to fix that.  The Recon approach has to be integrative.  With a limited amount of energy & resources, being strategic, it needn’t feel like limitation.  “Don’t shatter the vessels to repair the world.”  An integrative, holistic view to tikkun, is a Recon approach. Coalitions are key.

From the floor:  

Sue Hoffman, Mishkan Shalom, Pennsylvania: If it doesn’t work, get rid of it. “ They got rid of their tikkun olam committee!  It was just a few people doing stuff, and that wasn’t the right model.  

Sheila Silver, Temple Shalom of the South Bay, California – Tikkun Havurah?  Economic shifts – a lot of jobs lost – exploring now what has been generosity to the community, and now folks are really hurting even as resources are drying up…  what to do about embarrassment, etc… 
Toba responds:  Community organizing model is key here – teach people (and model for them) how to tell their stories…   there’s no prescription template, but best strategies come out of the stories.  
Brant responds: Expand Hesed committee.
Fred responds:  Work with Federation.  


R. Ben Weiner (just graduated RRC): Brant sounded like recreating a halachik community, if around a different set of values.  De facto, many join liberal communities because of the lack or absence of ‘obligation’.  Great if there’s already energy to address tikkun olam and turn communities into incubators, but how to do you begin to take a wary community, that doesn’t want demands in any sphere including ritual/study, and start to transform them into the ideal integrative ‘demanding’ community?   
Brant:  So true.  JRC tried “community covenant”, which every member could sign onto and agree on – mutual expectations of members and community.  Came up with a document that was fabulous– and now it’s just sitting there.  Experience showed how incredibly difficult that process is.  Keep it values-based, explore what Jewish tradition tells us about creating community, look at texts, and see what flows.  It can click, and folks will be jazzed by it.  
Toba:  People thirst for meaning.  People already set guidelines and restrictions for ourselves, we’re not complete anarchists; there is room for this.  It is counter-cultural, and as we create communities that are creatively counter-cultural, it’s slow, but profoundly meaningful and transformative. 
For ongoing information and to participate in sharing ideas, questions and programs across our movement, please sign up for the tikkun olam listserve at www.jrf.org/listserves
 
· Anti-hunger and poverty: www.jrf.org/hunger
· Congregation-Based Community Organizing: www.jrf.org/cbco  

· Ending Genocide in Darfur: www.jrf.org/darfur
· Omer Learning Initiatives 2005-8: www.jrf.org/omer
· Resolutions and External Affiliations: www.jrf.org/external-affiliations
· Sample guidelines for congregational values-based decision making in social justice: www.jrf.org/adat_shalom_advocacy_guidelines_for_tikkun_olam_and_social_justice 

· Service Learning: www.jrf.org/service-learning
· Sustainability and Environment: www.jrf.org/climate
· Tikkun Olam Resources Library: www.jrf.org/resources-library
· Tikkun Resources Outside JRF: www.jrf.org/tikkun-olam-issues 
