
   Pathways to Tikkun Olam  

 

I was raised in an observant Jewish home, but, by the time he had children, my father was 

a classical Reform Jew.  He taught us that we were responsible, as Jews, for helping to 

some day bring about a messianic age.  I took this to heart, this and the idea that we must 

care for the stranger because we were once slaves in Egypt.  Moving to Providence RI as 

a young teen-ager in the early 60’s, going to a school that was half black, I was swept up 

in the Civil Rights movement and became an activist – because I saw with my own eyes 

what racism did to my black friends and their families.  However, as much as my identity 

and my idealism were both strongly rooted in my Jewishness, I didn’t feel moral support 

from the organized Jewish community.  I was inspired to work for justice by the black 

ministers of the day, as well as by some ministers from the white liberal Christian 

community.  This felt like real spiritual grounding, which I craved.  By the time I went to 

college, although my yearning for justice hadn’t wavered, my connection with the 

organized Jewish community, as I saw it around me, was deeply disappointing and 

eventually minimal. 

 

Still, some deep remnant of my Jewish inner life, though hidden, remained.  Years later I 

was a teacher of English as a Second Language to immigrants and refugees at UMass 

Boston.  Every day at work I felt as if I were in a cathedral – the work felt so holy.  One 

day my class of students and I, as usual, sat in a big circle discussing something we had 

read, something about the poorest and most marginalized immigrants, like themselves.  A 

young woman from Honduras raised her hand in the middle of the conversation and said,, 

“Susan, but what do YOU think of us.”  I said that my opinion didn’t matter – it was 

about what they thought of themselves.  “No,” she responded, along with others now.  

“We are so poor.  We don’t even speak English well.  We want to know.  Really, what do 

YOU think of us.”  Out of my mouth came a statement that startled me.  “Well, I think 

you are all made in the image of God.  Each one of you is a child of God.”  I didn’t know 

where those words came from.  We all sat there in utter silence; there was nothing more 

to say that day. 

 

I worked my whole life, professionally and personally, on social justice issues, but never 

specifically as a Jew.  But something in me yearned for a Jewish community I could 

identify with and learn from, spiritually and morally, and a few years ago I found my way 

to TBZ.  I knew very few people here.  But one day Rav Claudia asked me if I would be 

interested in talking to a leader in GBIO – the Greater Boston Interfaith Organization – 

and maybe think about taking on the role of TBZ liaison to this amazing group of over 40 

churches, synagogues, and mosques that organize our own congregations and come 

together – through building relationships – to work on problems facing our local society:  

affordable housing, criminal justice reform, health care cost containment, to name a few.  

Since that day I have immersed myself in this work, and in our TBZ community.  This 

has felt, for me, like finally coming home.  Our TBZ/GBIO core team has grown and we 

have joined in with other groups at TBZ working for a more just society.  Since the fall of 

2016, nearly every Monday morning at 8:45, this group – the Tikkun Olam Strategy 

Committee – has gotten together to talk about and plan ways we can engage our 



community, as Jews, as members of our TBZ community – in confronting these times of 

moral emergency in which we are now living. 

 

The Torah portion we are about to read – the binding of Isaac – speaks to this feeling of 

emergency.  Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, the great theologian who taught us that 

political action in the face of injustice is a form of prayer, told about his first encounter, 

as a little Hassidic boy, with this story, and its effect on his life.  Heschel described how 

as a seven year old he first read the Torah story of the binding of Isaac, of Isaac’s near 

death at the hand of his father, Abraham, as the knife came flashing down.  He recalls 

that he began to cry, in fear and compassion: 

 

           “ ‘Why are you crying?’ asked the Rabbi. ‘You know that Isaac 

was not killed.’ 

And I said to him, still weeping, ‘But Rabbi, supposing the angel had 

come a second too late?’ 

The Rabbi comforted me and calmed me by telling me that an angel 

cannot come late.” 

 

Heschel concluded this story in his autobiography with these words:  “An angel cannot be 

late, but man, made of flesh and blood, may be.” 

 

Rabbi Arthur Waskow later reflected on how this incident in Heschel’s life contributed to 

his theology and politics:  “And so the consistent thread of Heschel’s life, the compassion 

and sense of collective responsibility nurtured in a Hassidic home and schooling, was 

carried into American society half a century later, to shape a spiritually rooted politics – 

one in which prayer was subversive and a protest march could become, “My legs were 

praying.” 

 

So, too, WE cannot be late.  It is a great privilege and joy for me, and for all of us, to 

work as Jews, as members of our sacred community at TBZ, to come together with others 

in confronting some of the moral outrages of our time: racism, climate change, 

immigration and refugee policies, criminal justice practices, voter suppression, sexual 

and gender policies, massive economic disparities, and on and on.  Please take the time to 

learn about what we are doing here at TBZ and join us in this holy work.  Members of the 

Tikkun Olam Strategy Committee have placed on your seats a brochure describing what 

we do and how to get involved.  On Sunday night, September 16, come to our gathering, 

“Pathways to Tikkun Olam,” where we will share what we are doing, ask for your 

suggestions and ideas, and make commitments to participate in ways large and small. 

 

Please join us.  Help make our legs, our phone banks, our post card drives, our rallies, our 

GBIO assemblies, our Sanctuary and refugee work, be ways that WE are praying.  We 

cannot be late. 

 


