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ACTIVIST SHABBAT
Friday Night with the Kids

5 . 1 7. 1 5

Good deeds. 
With so many festivals and fasts oriented to healing the 

world, it seems entirely fitting to attend a Shabbat dinner run by re-
cent college graduates who are devoting a year to fighting poverty.

“Avodah: The Jewish Service Corps” is a handpicked team of more 
than seventy young people in four cities—New York, Chicago, New 
Orleans, and D.C.—who have applied to spend a year working in the 
nonprofit world. Each member is assigned to a communal residence 
and matched with a job in one of fifty-seven organizations addressing 
hunger, homelessness, affordable housing, education, or domestic 
violence.

Each of the six so-called “houses” is considered a Jewish home, or 
“bayit.” The “corps members” in the house decide how kosher to be 
and which holidays to celebrate. Relevant Jewish texts are taught by 
visiting faculty. Observance varies widely within each residence, but 
one principle does not: lifting people up.

“Three words in Deuteronomy,” says Cheryl Cook, Avodah’s exec-
utive director, “‘Tzedek, tzedek tirdof: Justice, Justice, Shall You Pursue.’ 
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We’re not just encouraged to pursue justice, we’re commanded. Avodah 
answers that charge.”

Have I answered that charge? What have I done to pursue justice? 
It’s a complicated question for me because my mother led a life of 
activism and can easily point to the ways in which she pursued equal-
ity for women. I have long admired her and, in a sense, permitted 
myself some reflective tzedek: she made me appear more involved 
than I was. But what did I actually do, setting aside the angry letter I 
wrote to General Mills at age eight asking them to change their 
Wheaties cereal slogan from “He’s ready for Wheaties. He knows he’s 
a man,” to something that included girls (they eventually did, though 
I can’t claim credit), and besides working in high school for a short-
lived organization called Future Generations for Nuclear 
Disarmament? 

I take an honest inventory of what I’ve given back, setting aside the 
volunteer hours at my kids’ school or our synagogue, which some 
might say should count, but admittedly supports institutions from 
which I benefit. Social justice, to me, means justice for strangers. 

For the last six years, I’ve served 6:30 a.m. breakfast to the home-
less most Thursdays at my synagogue’s soup kitchen and participated 
in Central’s Mitzvah Day, in which congregants fan out to various 
organizations for a number of hours. For two years, I taught memoir 
writing to formerly homeless men at the Doe Fund, whose board I 
then joined. I was once a mentor to a hardworking second-grader in 
a Manhattan Catholic school, and I’ve tutored at the Children’s 
Storefront school in Harlem. I purchased blankets and helped orga-
nize food supplies for victims of Hurricane Sandy and was part of the 
shul’s Community Organizing team for four years. I hosted a Fresh 
Air Fund kid for two summers and twice biked forty miles to raise 
money for Sanctuary for Families, which helps victims of domestic 
violence. But mostly I do tzedakah from my desk: writing checks to a 
lot of worthy organizations. 

The list feels somewhat insufficient. It doesn’t amount to hands-on 
“repairing the world,” tikkun olam. So I look at the Avodah kids and 
think: “I should have done that. I could have given a year or more to 
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improving the lives of others before starting my adult life.” (And that 
thought is instantly followed by the realization that I’d be an anal, 
annoying roommate.) 

All this is roiling in my mind when I head to visit the Washington 
Heights “bayit” on a Friday evening, which consists of three commu-
nal apartments in one walk-up brownstone, thirteen young people in 
all. The twelve members of the Brooklyn house have also come to this 
Community Shabbat. I can smell the cooking in the elevator.

The minute I walk into the apartment, I feel conspicuously mid-
dle-aged. Everyone is in their twenties, more casually dressed. The 
corps members chat with each other on sofas, scattered chairs, and the 
floor. There is a groaning bookcase, a batik wall hanging, and a string 
of small lightbulbs lending the room a twinkle. The sign posted near 
the fridge announces “This is a Kosher Kitchen.”

I meet Kevin, who is working at the Crown Heights Community 
Mediation Center; Shoshana, who is working at the Bronx Jewish 
Community Council; Kayla, who is at the Red Hook Community 
Justice Center; Hannah, who works at Sanctuary for Families. (I 
promised I would use only first names.)

Eli is in charge of tonight’s ritual and meal (everyone takes turns 
leading). A paralegal at NYLAG, the New York Legal Assistance 
Group, he wears a ponytail, square-top yarmulke, and rubber clogs 
with socks. He starts by asking each person to bring a family member 
into the room. It reminds me of the Feminist Seder when we were 
asked to invite “an invisible guest.” Both Lynnie and Elana “bring” 
their grandmothers, whose first yartzheits fall during this particular 
week. I bring Molly, who first dragged me to Central’s soup kitchen 
when she was ten, and where we’ve been serving breakfast most 
Thursdays ever since.

Eli then distributes a handout on conflict management, titled “Deep 
Dialogue: Saying What We Mean and Doing What We Say,” by Pro-
fessor Jay Rothman of Bar Ilan University in Israel. The essay suggests 
that “the art of peacemaking” is not to argue our own points, but to hear 
someone else’s—to ask “Why do you care so much? Why does this 
matter to you so deeply?” I like the approach. It might be helpful to Jews 
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who can’t talk to each other about Israel anymore. Eli asks us to pair off 
to examine Rothman’s essay, then to consider committing to truer lis-
tening, to being “a pursuer of peace,” a “Rodeph Shalom.”

As the noise level swells with competing conversations, I recall a 
recent exchange I had with Rabbi Adam Chalom, a Humanist rabbi 
in suburban Chicago, who pushed me to expand my definition of 
Shabbat observance. “If we remember that Shabbat was made for the 
Jewish people by the Jewish people, then it’s not a matter of squeezing 
ourselves into some box labeled ‘Shabbat,’” he told me. “It’s a matter 
of defining what that box or space can be for us. A Sabbath meal, a 
Jewish novel, or Jewish study is as authentic as sitting in synagogue.” 

I know some would dispute his loose definition of a kosher Shab-
bat, but I also know how many more Jews would find his words invit-
ing. You mean there’s no one true way?

“It’s based on our choices and our lifestyle,” says Chalom. “And if 
you make different choices, the Yiddish phrase is ‘Gey gezunder-
heyt’—go in good health. Would reading a Jewish poet or going to a 
Jewish movie on Shabbat count as a Jewish experience? I would say 
yes. Because it activates your Jewish identity.”

Eli offers the Avodah group two options before dinner: to welcome 
the Sabbath through exercises in mindfulness, led by him, or through 
movement, led by Laurel in her apartment down the hall. I start in 
Eli’s group, as he guides us through six brief activities pegged to the 
order of the prayers. During a “loving-kindness” meditation, Eli says, 
“We’re channeling the feeling we get when we’re hugging a loved one 
or a small child.” I know that feeling from Ben and Molly. It’s easy to 
channel, even among strangers.

We repeat a mantra—“May I be safe from harm. May I be happy. 
May I be healthy. May I live with ease”—a distillation of everything 
I need to believe is possible. I wish fiercely every week that my family 
will remain safe, happy, and healthy. That they live with ease. But this 
mantra is a huge ask. Do we really get to have safety and happiness 
and health, not to mention ease? I’m not so sure. All the more reason 
that we should be grateful when all four are present.
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During “mindful walking,” we put one step deliberately in front of 
the other across the small living room. Eli urges us not to speed up. 
As an incurably fast walker, this is excruciating for me, but I see the 
value in literally slowing things down like this, noticing how we 
move—or, in my case, charge—through our days. “We’re working 
with this metaphor of putting Shabbat in the being mode,” Eli says, 
“rather than the doing mode.” Though Shabbat is always supposed to 
be a time for just being, it’s nice to be in a roomful of people who are 
actually doing. These kids are living the Jewish values we hear so 
much about.

While I’m glacially placing one foot in front of the other, I can hear 
rap music a few doors down, where Laurel is leading four women 
through a series of exercises on yoga mats. Excusing myself from the 
mindful walking, I head down the hall to glimpse the mindful sweat-
ing. Taking in the unconventional scene, Chalom’s admonition comes 
back to me: “The ultimate question is, ‘What does Shabbat mean to 
you?’ If you read the text of Shabbat, it’s a Creationist holiday. In six 
days, the world was made; Creation stopped on the seventh. Well, the 
vast majority of Jews under the liberal spectrum are not Creationist. 
So there’s an instant disconnect many people have with the language 
that’s being used.”

I see his point: if we don’t buy the premise of Shabbat, Shabbat is 
mutable. It’s up to us to redefine it, or to decide what aspects of it 
speak to us. And what if we don’t believe the effusive words we pour 
about God on Shabbat? “Many Jews don’t believe in a personally in-
terventionist God, who either wants or needs all the praise,” says 
Chalom. “So I think part of the challenge is that disconnect with 
what Shabbat means at its root. Is it a Creationist holiday commem-
orating the creation of the world and the creator of the world? Or is it 
a space for Jewish identity?”

Shabbat: a space in which to construct our own Jewish identity, a 
room each of us can fill with our own furniture. This Avodah clan 
has clearly made its own, undeniably spacious, Shabbat space. But 
identity questions have occasionally strained the bayit. Each house 
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has to navigate its pluralism. “Some people wanted the house to be 
more observant; some worried it was too observant,” says Lynnie 
from Southern California. Says another member: “We know that 
what we figure out inside these walls is just a microcosm of what we 
have to navigate outside.” 

Cook says the corps members are supported in handling these ten-
sions, but never directed as to how to deal with them. “Being able to 
function within a diverse Jewish space is as important as anything 
they learn,” she explains. “It’s the real world.” 

There is one clear area of unanimity: Judaism’s mandate not to 
stand idly by. These kids all share the mission to fix something; that’s 
what they’re doing here. And they’re helping the helpless in a Jewish 
context. “I’m never going to be able to un-link Judaism and social 
justice again,” says Lynnie. 

Reuniting in Eli’s apartment, the group recites the blessings over 
challah and wine. (The hot challah rolls from Trader Joe’s are a reve-
lation. Who knew?) Eli and Joey have whipped up six courses from 
two cookbooks—Syrian and Israeli, including lentil soup, cucumber 
salad, onion-and-feta salad, a potato-and-egg concoction, and a slow-
cooked rice dish. As we eat, I ask these twentysomethings about their 
Avodah experience. “It’s a demanding year,” one tells me. “You’re see-
ing hard cases, working long days, and then there are two educational 
programs per week with mandatory attendance.” A young woman 
named Hannah says her favorite part is “Community Shabbats like 
this one.”

Abraham Joshua Heschel said, “A religious person is one who suf-
fers harm done to others . . . whose greatest strength is love and defi-
ance of despair.” Avodah’s members meet Heschel’s definition: they 
defy despair. 

“We don’t use the word ‘compassion’ very often,” said Sarah from 
Rye Brook, New York. “We talk much more about justice. It’s ener-
gizing to be around people who care about the same things.” And 
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sapping, too. “Sometimes,” says Joey, “when we get home from these 
jobs, we need a break from the caring.” 

I ask him if his prevailing takeaway is that the world is unjust. 
“Absolutely,” he answers. 
Is he optimistic that things will really get better for the populations 

they’re helping? 
“No.”
His harsh candor actually makes me optimistic. Because Joey is 

doing the work anyway. All seventy-one current corps members do the 
work anyway—despite the daunting scope of poverty and its intracta-
bility. That seems to me holy labor, be it Chalom’s definition or any 
other rabbi’s. “If the angels of rescue are not on their way,” Chalom 
says, “then we have to be the angels of rescue. We are the ones who 
have to take the raw material of the universe as we find it and make it 
better.”

Make it better. That’s Judaism’s mandate in a nutshell, and every 
holiday brings it home. 
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