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I’m not supposed to be here.  By here, I mean up on this bimah having people care about 
what I have to say.  Here, having my experiences matter. You see, I am just this first-
generation kid with a funny face and big attitude, raised in a working-class neighborhood 
who got a few lucky breaks and the next thing you know, Hineni - Here I Am. 
 
Or at least that used to be my narrative. For the first half century of my life, that is what I 
told myself.  But when I turned 50 last year, I added the part about the funny face and cut 
out the part about being lucky. Because in retrospect my journey has not been just luck, 
rather it has been opportunities that presented and me maximizing their potential.  Life has 
not happened to me. I have taken it. And now, I want to spend the second half of my life 
figuring out how I can give some back.  
 
I raised by beautiful immigrant parents in Rogers Park. When I was accepted to the 
University of Wisconsin, I would become one of only a handful in my neighborhood high 
school graduating class who left the state for college.  It was not until I was a student at 
Madison and made friends with people from the East Coast that I learned there were such a 
things as women’s only colleges (which I would ultimately marry a graduate of one) or 
small liberal arts schools (like the one our son now attends). 
 
It was also at Madison that I learned there was such a thing as feminists.  And lesbians. And 
that they were not necessarily the same thing. And while it was during college I would 
unearth my inner political voice, it would take years for me to find my inner compass and 
actually come out.     
 
This is not a story of my coming out. Nor is it a story of my face.  But each of those are 
inextricably linked. I cannot count the number of times people have told me that they 
admire how comfortable I seem with myself, considering…or how they wish they had my 
innate ability to start a conversation with just about anyone.  Well, as any person who looks 
different or is often the other in a room can tell you, there is nothing innate about that 
ability, it is a survival technique and it never gets easier.    
 
Luckily, I was taught by the best.  My Papi. Papi was a Cuban immigrant with a dreadfully 
bad sense of style and an accent thicker than Ricky Ricardo. From watching Papi I learned 
that the best way to put people at ease with your difference was to ask questions, because 
ultimately people loved nothing more than to talk about themselves, their interests, their 
desires.  That is what made Papi a great salesman. 
 
So, with that lineage one may say becoming a fundraiser was my genetic destiny.  In my 
almost 30 years as a professional, I found that between kids, pets, hometowns and fantasy 
football teams, there was always some common experience, fear or hope to be 



shared.  (Speaking of football: G-d, I know this is a busy time, but if you have a moment, 
please shine a little light on our Chicago Bears. Thank you). 
 
Over the past three decades of raising money on behalf of organizations and politicians I 
learned that like selling, fundraising is not convincing people to buy a thing or to invest in a 
specific cause; fundraising is about convincing people to buy into the vision of who they 
want to believe themselves to be.   
 
Let me explain by using an example that involves this very community.  In 2006, I was 
honored to be part of an incredible JRC tikkum olam delegation that went to New Orleans 
to rebuild post Hurricane Katrina. When we arrived in the 9th Ward we were handed 
hazmat suits, mallets and industrial sized garbage bags and told our time there would be 
spent demolishing a house filled with toxic-mold.  We would not be rebuilding after all, but 
rather tearing down. 
 
Together, that is what we did.  For one week we worked side by side to take a part 
someone’s home.  A home that had been abandoned for over a year, a home someone had 
to evacuate from so quickly that family pictures still lined the walls, moldy clothes hung in 
the closets, and decayed food remained in the refrigerator.  
 
At the end of each day our newly bonded group, sweaty and exhausted, debriefed the day’s 
work and toasted to all our team accomplished.  What we did not do, however, was address 
how we got there in the first place - how we as Americans could allow this tragedy to 
happen, or what our personal responsibilities were as privileged white, wealthy liberals 
(yes, just about any of us who can afford JRC’s membership is wealthy by our nation’s 
standards) could do in preventing this type of injustice from happening again in another 
economically depressed community of color?  
 
To be clear, I am not dismissing that important work we did that week or denying how 
proud I was of myself for going.  Quite honestly, were Facebook a thing back then I would 
have been the first to post a picture of me, mask and mallet in hand with a thoughtful 
caption and a link asking for money to support rebuilding efforts.   
 
Being there, doing something, was important to me.  But I must also acknowledge that it 
represented how I wanted others to see me and who I wanted to believe myself to be: 
Jackie Kaplan-Perkins, fundraiser, justice seeker, changemaker. Dayenu. 
 
But in the past few years, after turning 50, losing both my parents, sending our son to 
college, and going through menopause (which, with each passing hot flash, convinces me 
that G-d has to be a man), I find myself thinking about my legacy.  
 
With the world far more unbalanced and unjust than ever before in my lifetime, I am left 
wondering, has anything I have done made a lasting difference?  Or have I spent the past 
three decades giving privileged people, privileged opportunities in part so that I – that kid 
from Rogers Park who could have never dreamed of the people I would meet or places I 
would go – could share in these experiences as well?   



 
Few experiences illustrate this more than when working for organization I was asked to 
staff a trip for supporters to Kyoto. The main event was in a garden that was open only a 
few weeks per year when the flowers were at their peak.  Countless Japanese executives 
were in attendance as was the Mayor of the city who gave the President of the organization 
the honor of opening a drum filled with a special, vintage sake. This ritual involved all of us 
standing in silence as he quite literally banged the drum slowly with a commemorative 
wooden hammer until the top gently split open.   
 
I am still unclear on how the sake went from the drum to our cups, before I knew it, I had a 
drink in hand, reveling in the pomp and circumstance with leaders from around the 
globe.  To be fair, this event also included much time focused on addressing humanitarian 
issues and many attending had already donated significantly to the cause. So, if the way to 
deepen their interest involved providing this type of disparate experiences to them, and by 
association to me, who was I to question or challenge it?  After all, this is how I have always 
known fundraising to be done, I rationalized, and then ate another piece of sushi.  
 
The following month, my family took our annual trip to visit my in-laws in rural 
Maine.  Over dinner one night my brother-in-law asked about my trip and I shared that 
highlight. My brother-in-law, a solid and simple man, works hard, loves his family and the 
Red Sox and like many people doesn’t spend much time thinking about issues outside his 
immediate community. So, after I told him the Kyoto story he was quiet for a long while, 
and then finally asked, “How exactly did y’all drinking sake help people in need?” 
 
I have often been held up by my community as a leader and a change maker, but now, 
during these reflective Days of Awe, I am grappling with how my actions both explicitly and 
implicitly made me complicit in maintaining the status quo – never daring to challenge 
those with money and power too much for fear of them feeling too uncomfortable and 
turning away.   Because let’s be real, no one reveres money or power more than someone 
who does not have as much of it as the people they are surrounded by.   
However, what I did not understand until I gained power myself is that if once I became 
part of the dominant culture in a room how easy it was to believe I belonged, and how, 
without even noticing, I would become part of the quite comfortable, communal culture. 
 
Well, I cannot sit comfortably any longer.  The stakes are too high and the urgency too real, 
and that is what led me to this bimah today.  My parents are now both gone and while they 
were not able to gift us with financial wealth, their sacrifices gifted me with a wealth of 
opportunities. Opportunities that allowed me to build a Rolodex of meaningful connections, 
ranging from activists to artists, parents to policy makers, Congress people to CEOs and 
musicians to Mayors (ok, just one Mayor).   
 
I now believe my legacy will be determined by how and when I both challenge and amplify 
those connections – including with many of you in this room – and hopefully together we 
can influence other’s legacies as well.   
 



Personally, I believe the only way to a more equitable and just world is for those of us with 
resources to redistribute what we have – which means both giving more and taking 
less.  Inspired by the Buffet pledge (which needless to say I do not qualify for), I make my 
own pledge here today, to share my most valuable and cherished resources - my 
relationships - with those who are not yet invited into the rooms or given a seat at the 
tables where I now find myself. I hope all of us will consider doing the same.  I do this as it 
was done for me. 
 
For me, this means proactively connecting black, brown and queer young people to my 
network in lieu of just my friends’ children who have so much access already. It means 
seeking out environments where I not only listen and learn from people who have been 
disenfranchised, but also give what they ask for not just what I think they need.  And last, as 
I have said many times before, it means reminding myself and my community that it is our 
checkbooks, not Facebook that truly reflect our values. 
 
Over the years, people I once defined only by what they could do for me or my cause have 
grown to mean so much more. We have become each other’s counsel, collaborators and a 
chosen handful have become confidants.  We have supported each other through personal 
milestones of births and deaths, we reveled together during the times when the arc of the 
moral universe pointed toward justice, and now in this critical time in our communities 
and world, we must serve as each other’s collective compass to keep our own morality 
from losing its way.    
 
So, moving forward, when someone asks what I do I will say I am a connector.  Because if 
there is anything my journey here tonight has taught me it is how connections can be far 
more than transactional, they have the power to be transformational. That is the legacy I 
hope to leave.  
 


