
  
 
Topic: Opening Welcome on Sunday morning – A conversation and call to action with NFTY 
Social Action Vice President, Liana Friedman, and Director of the Religious Action Center, Rabbi 
Jonah Dov Pesner 
 
Rabbi, to start us off, can you give us some Jewish textual framing that guides our social 
justice service and racial justice work?  
 

• We are compelled by our Jewish history and values. We recently read the midrash of the 
Exodus in which he Children of Israel escape across the Sea of Reeds from Pharaoh and 
his army, who drown when God drives back the sea. (13:17-14:31) 

o Moses and the Israelites sing a song praising Adonai. (15:1-21) 
o Before crossing the Sea of Reeds, the Jewish people were still debating whether 

to move forward or return to Egypt, but this act of unity was the first chorus and 
steps towards the Promised land. 

 

• It is important to acknowledge and celebrate that February is Black History Month, an 
opportunity to celebrate the history and achievements of Black people while looking 
toward a more equitable and just future. 
 

• A few weeks ago we celebrated Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr’s birthday on 
January 15.  
 

• When Dr. King was a young man, 28 years old, he gave a sermon in which he said “the 
story of the Exodus, the story of the flight of the Hebrew people from the bondage of 
Egypt, through the wilderness and finally, to the Promised Land… This is something of 
the story of every people struggling for freedom. It is the first story of man’s explicit 
quest for freedom. And it demonstrates the stages that seem to inevitably follow the 
quest for freedom.” 

 
Thank you for that beautiful Jewish framing. We just concluded our movement wide Civic 
Engagement Campaign, what lessons can we learn from the 2020 civic engagement 
campaign?  

 

• It reinforced what we knew, the Reform Movement is activated by civic engagement, 
democracy, voting, and ensuring that every eligible American is able fulfill their 
fundamental democratic right.  
  



• An important way that Jews are called to fulfill the sacred mandate of tikkun olam, is 
through civic engagement. Rabbi Yitzhak taught, ‘A ruler is not to be appointed unless 
the community is first consulted’ (Talmud, Brakhot 55a). Our democracy is strongest 
when everyone participates—and it suffers when citizens are shut out from voting and 
the democratic process or choose not to engage. 
 

• We are proud of our civic engagement campaign Every Voice, Every Vote which engaged 
more than 725,000 voters – through the end of Georgia’s Senate run-off elections on 
January 5, 2021. We’re especially proud of the outreach to low-propensity voters in 
Communities of Color: people who have face barriers to the ballot box and haven’t 
always voted in the past but were likely to do so with some extra encouragement.  

o Our youth movement, even those who are currently not old enough to vote 
were central to this work. In fact, teens were responsible for reaching about 
138,700 voters.  

o More than 1,300 teens joined the RAC Social Justice Academy civic engagement 
unit. 

o 230 teens participated in the RAC Civic Engagement Teen Justice Fellowship in 
2020. This driven group led projects in their home communities that engaged 
thousands of voters.  

o For the Georgia Senate Runoff elections, more than 200 teens participate in the 
GA Get Out The Vote Work directly with us.  

 

• Voting is just one action and way to participate in our democracy. For many people with 
privilege, it is also a very easy action. What you and so many young leaders did during 
the civic engagement campaign and continue through participating in NFTY is the hard 
part of democracy, yet extremely rewarding. It is the work that moves our society 
forward.  
 

• The act of voting and civic engagement is also something that must be taught and 
learned by every generation and as Jewish organizations and leaders – and by leaders I 
mean each and every person who is watching now, participates in NFTY, volunteered in 
2020 – we must be there to help each other stay engaged and supported as we progress 
through NFTY, school, and life. 

o When God came to Moses and told him to speak to Pharaoh and tell him to free 
the slaves, Moses had the same reaction many of us would have had and I 
certainly would have had. “Who am I? I should tell Pharaoh what to do?” And 
God saw that Moses was nervous and said take your brother Aaron with you as a 
source of strength and support. 

o Today, each of us has an opportunity to be like Dr. King and Moses, dedicating 
ourselves to a greater purpose and speaking truth to power. And like Aaron, 
being a source of strength and support to each other as we do this work 
together. The need for those partnerships are as vital today as they were in 
Biblical times, and as they were during the Civil Rights Movement. 

 



Moving forward from the Civic Engagement Campaign, why are we focusing on racial justice 
in this moment? Can you tell us a bit about what that will look like?  
 

• The November election was not a clear repudiation of white supremacy. The Jewish 
community, many Communities of Color, members of the LGBTQ community, people 
with disabilities, poor people, and so many other marginalized groups continue to be at 
risk from white supremacists and those who enable them. 

o The pandemic has needlessly taken nearly a half million lives in the United States 
and continues to disproportionately hurt Black, Brown, and Native American 
communities.  
 

• Our civic engagement campaign ended officially on January 6, when we awoke to the 
incredible news that Jon Ossoff, a Jewish son of an immigrant and Rev. Raphael 
Warnock, the first Black Senator from Georgia, won the runoff elections. However, the 
events later in the day overshadowed these remarkable results.  
 

• We watched extremists and white supremacists – some wearing antisemitic clothing 
and carrying confederate flags – breach the U.S. Capitol building in an attempt to stop 
Congress from certifying the results of the presidential election. This was not just an 
unprecedented assault on the U.S. Capitol but on our constitutional democracy and the 
values we as Reform Jews – and Americans of all faiths and cultural backgrounds – hold 
so dear. 

 

• We also know that democracy doesn’t happen every four years at the ballot box; 
democracy needs to be affirmed daily by each of us. 

o That is what has been so inspirational about the peaceful demonstrations we 
saw following the murders of Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and 
countless others. The peaceful demonstrators are affirming and strengthening 
our democracy by demanding that elected officials address historic and systemic 
racial injustices.  
 

• The millions who protested know that our country simply cannot achieve the values of 
"justice for all" to which it aspires until we address ongoing racism in all sectors and at 
all levels of society. 

• The Reform Movement has a long and rich history with the fight for civil rights. Kivie 
Kaplan’s passion for civil rights infused the Reform Jewish Movement. When the 
Religious Action Center was created in 1960 to give us a full time, permanent presence 
in Washington, Kaplan – who at the time was the President of the NAACP, an active 
member of the Commission on Social Action, and Honorary Vice-Chair of the Union of 
American Hebrew Congregations – and his wife Emily bought a building and donated it 
to be our home. Their only stipulation was that it must also be a home to any civil rights 
organization that needed space. So our small staff proudly worked alongside others in 
the civil rights community to advance our shared goals.   



o Our building in Dupont Circle became a hub of the civil rights movement and 
other movements of the era. Dr. King and other leaders frequently used the RAC 
building as their Washington office. With so many groups sharing space under 
one roof, parts of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 
came to be drafted around our conference table. 
 

• But it wasn’t just the founding of the RAC. 13 years after the founding of NFTY, you 
began the “mitzvah” programming which has blossomed over generations into all of the 
incredible social justice work that you do today.   
 

• As we work to create a world in which all people experience wholeness, justice, and 
compassion, we know that every social justice issue that NFTY and the RAC works on 
intersects with the fight for racial justice. Whether its voting rights, gun violence 
prevention, environmental justice, disability rights, reproductive rights, hate crimes, 
LGBTQ equality, health care – every critical issue of our time disproportionately harms 
Communities of Color and people with multiple marginalized identities.  

o We also know that Jews of Color comprise about 15% of the American Jewish 
community. They face unique challenges as potential targets of discrimination 
and hate based on their race or perceived race and their faith. 

• For these reasons we have started the Reform Movement’s Racial Justice Campaign. 
This represents our robust, multifaceted, and ongoing efforts to begin dismantling 
systemic racism both within our Jewish communities and in society as a whole. 
Leveraging the power of our congregations and communities, we are turning inwardly to 
guide those who are a part of Reform congregations, camps, and leadership in 
addressing our own behaviors, practices, and policies. At the same time, we are 
pursuing targeted, strategic legislative advocacy at the national and state levels to begin 
changing policies that impact society as a whole.  

Any final thoughts before we get this Day of Service started?  

• We learn in Pike Avot, “It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at 
liberty to neglect it.”  

• We are stronger doing this work united and together, meaning Jews of all ages and all 
walks of life. 

• You are not the leaders of tomorrow; you are the leaders of today. Remember the 
power of your voice and remember the power of your chorus, just like our ancestors 
who crossed the Sea of Reeds.   


