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Being Allies
Barbara Penzner

“Am I my brother’s keeper?” is the first  
question a human asks in the Torah. Adam 
and Eve’s oldest son, Cain, offers it as a  
rhetorical response to God’s query about the 
fate of Cain’s brother Abel (who lies dead at 
Cain’s own hand). 

The entire Book of Genesis answers Cain’s 
question with an emphatic “Yes.” We are  
responsible for our brothers and sisters. And 
many think we are responsible for more than 
just our family and community. The sage  
Hillel urges us to consider the multiple 
realms of “myself”: “If I am only for myself, 
what am I?” Is it me, my family, my neighbor, 
people who look like me and act like me?

Progressive Jews often cite the injunction 
“do not oppress the stranger,” a mitzvah  
repeated in the Torah 36 times. The Torah 
also teaches, “Love your neighbor as your-
self.” What the Torah does not make clear 
is how to love the stranger. There must be 
more to our relationship with strangers than 
simply avoiding bringing them harm. How 
can I approach that person with love? How 
can I go beyond seeing someone as a stranger 
and be an ally to people in need?

“Ally” refers to people with power and  
privilege who support those without those 
advantages. For example, white allies  
participate in anti-racist activism; male  
allies support the struggle for women’s 
rights; and straight allies stand up for the 
LGBTQ community. Allies rally to end  
oppression in the lives of all people by 
standing with oppressed populations.

In a poignant Hasidic tale, Rabbi Moshe 
Leib of Sassov reports the conversation of 
two peasants who are drinking together. 
Ivan asks his friend, “Do you love me?” His 
friend answers, “Of course I love you.” And 
Ivan says to him, “If you really loved me you 
would know what I need.” His friend sits in 
silence, without a response. 

This story describes what it means to be an 

ally. Ivan asks for more than gestures. He is 
asking to be seen and heard for who he is. 
Such love demands a deep, full, and hon-
est understanding of the other. And yet, in 
our story, Ivan’s demand makes his friend 
uncomfortable. Is he perplexed or feeling 
awkward? If I don’t know what my friend 
really needs, does that deny my care and 
concern? How can we presume to know the 
needs of someone else? 

To be an ally is to connect our care and  
concern with an honest admission of what 
we know and don’t know about the other.  
How we show up for one person may be  
different from how we respond to another.  
How we engage with a group of people will 
have a different shape than how we ally 
with an individual.

The ally relationship demands that we  
become curious. Likewise, I too must be  
authentic and vulnerable, and voice my 
own needs; “If I am not for myself, who 
will be for me?” Allies listen wholeheartedly 
to each other’s needs — even when that  
listening is uncomfortable. 

I am learning to be an ally to farm workers  
in Florida, hearing their stories, listening  
to their strategy rather than getting ahead 
of it, learning that I don’t have answers but I 
do have power. I am learning to be an ally to 
people of color, discerning when someone  
wants to be recognized as different and 
when they do not. I am learning to be an 
ally to trans people, paying attention to  
my choice of words and my assumptions 
about gender.

My power provides benefits and responsi-
bilities. It can also get in the way. I must 
continue to ask myself how to get beyond 
any awkwardness in order to maximize  
respectful understanding. How can I be for 
myself, not only for myself, and a true ally? 
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NiSh’ma
On this page, three commentators riff on the middle line of a well-known passage in Pirkei Avot: “Hillel says, ‘If I am not for 
myself, who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, what am I? And if not now, then when?’” Our commentators explore who 
we are, and who we become, if our primary concern is for our own — even if beleaguered — self and community. Our online 
version is interactive, and we welcome your comments.  —S.B.

Doug Kahn: Sometimes we forget that, on a good day, Jews constitute only 2 
percent of the American population. No matter how strong our institutions and 
activism, we cannot advance our public policy agenda without seeking common 
cause with other groups to amplify our voices. And when we are profoundly con-
cerned with growing antisemitism, by also condemning rising attacks on immigrants, 

increasing Islamophobia, and racially- 
motivated violence, we join with others 
without diluting our specific concerns. We 
may stand shoulder-to-shoulder in coali-
tion on many issues (e.g., joining with the 
interfaith community on civil rights and 
affordable housing) or we may partner on 
one specific issue (such as fighting an anti- 
circumcision initiative in San Francisco). 

In honoring Hillel’s second of three clauses, 
“If I am only for myself...,” we cannot 
abandon the first: “If I am not for myself, 
who will be for me?” That clause requires 
us to select our allies wisely. Can we work 
with a group on a specific issue even when 
we have passionate disagreements on other 
issues? Absolutely. Every day, mainstream Jewish groups work with liberal Protestant groups on 
social issues — groups that have deeply disappointed and hurt our community with their support 
of divestment from Israel. We join with the Catholic Church in fighting poverty, yet on reproduc-
tive choice we are on opposite sides. What are the redlines? There are groups on the far left and 
far right whose extremism poses a genuine threat to Jews and whom we cannot work with. But, 
our energies are best spent looking for how to expand our 2 percent, also knowing that, when we 
stand with others, they are more likely to stand with us. 

Andrew Koss: I thank 
Rabbi Kahn for giving me a 
new, and worthy, perspective 
on Hillel’s admonition, “If I 
am only for myself, what am 

I?” Placing the shoe on the other foot — as 
his words inspire me to do — should give us 
Jews a newfound appreciation for evangelical 
Christians’ unflagging and generous support 
for the state of Israel. Based on their belief in 
the eternity of the divine covenant with the 
Jewish people, these Christians travel to Israel, 
advocate on its behalf, and, at least in the U.S., 
pressure politicians to pursue pro-Israel policies. 
Moreover, Rabbi Kahn’s stress on the building 
of alliances is an important reminder in the 
face of approaching battles for religious liberty, 
adumbrated by the case of Masterpiece Cake-
shop, in which the state of Colorado tried to 
punish a religious baker for declining to design 
a cake for a same-sex wedding. American Jews 
will only succeed in maintaining their freedom 
by seeing, for instance, the struggle of a Sikh 
soldier to wear his turban while on duty as their 
own. Doing so will require setting aside deeply 
held prejudices in order to work closely with 
conservative Catholics, evangelical Christians, 
and Muslims. 

Yet I don’t think Hillel had Jewish political 
strategies in mind when he uttered those words. 
Rather, he was writing about the personal quest 
for moral perfection. If I am only for myself, I 
am worthless. Judaism has never prized a focus 
on self-cultivation over helping, caring for, and 
teaching others. 

Andrew Koss is a historian and the associate 
editor of Mosaic. He is currently writing a book on 
the Jews of Vilna during World War I. 

Rabbi Doug Kahn, executive director emeritus of the Jewish Community Relations Council, San Francisco, 
is founder of Broad Tent Consulting through the JCRC.
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“Hillel said, ‘If I am only for 
myself, what am I?’”

– Pirkei Avot, 1:14

Adina Mermelstein Konikoff: I stood in awe watching Melanie, a life-long 
Brooklynite woman of color. She was speaking beautifully about why young Jewish 
adults should volunteer in her community of Crown Heights. Listening to Melanie, 
I heard so clearly Hillel’s aphorism, “If I am only for myself, what am I?” Why does 
Melanie, someone with a strong and deep faith that isn’t Judaism, work with young 

Jewish adults who are trying to figure out the meaning of serving others, and are taking a year to do so? 
Because, she knows, life is not only about meeting one’s own needs but also about seeing beyond oneself. 

In this era, when everything is urgent and we recognize the need to look beyond “If I am not for 
myself,” we need to stand shoulder to shoulder with a cross-section of communities. But how? How 
can we show up daily — and not only at rallies and marches? One way to show up is by serving 
alongside members of communities that are negatively impacted by the policies we are fighting 
to change. We need to build relationships with our neighbors by listening to the voices within 
those communities. This, in turn, can better inform the change we are advocating for. How can 
we possibly know what to advocate for if we are not actively in relationship with and listening to 
those who will be most affected by the change?

Adina Mermelstein Konikoff  is the senior program director at Repair the World, which mobilizes tens  
of thousands of young Jewish volunteers to help transform neighborhoods, cities, and lives through 
meaningful service experiences rooted in Jewish values, learning, and history. 

 ִהֵּלל אֹוֵמר:
ּוְכֶׁשֲאִני ְלַעְצִמי

ָמה ֲאני? 

Yavilah McCoy is the CEO of Dimensions Educational Consulting, which provides strategic direction on diversity and equity initiatives for faith-based 
social justice agencies and college campuses, as well as for national training and outreach programs for Jews of Color. 

Jonathan Greenblatt is CEO and national director of the ADL. Prior to joining the ADL, he served in the Obama White House and was formerly a serial 
social entrepreneur and corporate executive.
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Dear Jonathan, 

In my work as an equity facilitator and 
social justice activist, I have come to define 
an ally as a person who actively supports 
and stands up for the rights, dignity, and 
empowerment of individuals and identity 
groups other than his or her own — especially 
when those individuals or identity groups 
are not present or otherwise afforded the 
ability or access to represent themselves. As 
I consider the state of our country and the 
daily attacks being made on rights, freedoms, 
and legislative policies that have been set 
up to protect the most vulnerable among 
us, as I consider the looming threat of neo-
fascism, the rise of global terror, the perils to 
our natural resources and environment, and 
the unmitigated scourge of gun violence in 
our schools, I see opportunities for ally-ship 
in abundance. 

As a Jewish activist of color, what is most 
salient to me about the pursuit of allied 
relationships — broad alliances of people 
dedicated to the work of social justice — 
has been learning to pursue justice as an 
intersectional enterprise that engages the 
depths of our differences as multi-racial, 
multi-ethnic, cross-class, multi-gendered, 
differently observant, and intergenerational 
communities that are in no way monolithic 
in our commitments, representation, or 
vulnerability to the need for justice to ensure 
our lives. 

As I ponder the successes and challenges 
I have experienced in maintaining allied 
relationships in regard to Israel-Palestine, 
the Black Lives Matter platform, the Women’s 
March, and other work to build racial 
justice and equity, I am curious about the 
extent to which our ally-ship has allowed 
us to not have to agree on all things while 
remaining committed to developing our 
muscles for standing together on the things 
that we do agree on. I am curious about our 
ability to invest, across our communities, in 
relationships that nurture an infrastructure 
that can be useful, across divergent 
interests, in times of crisis and when action is 
needed. I am curious about leveraging allied 
relationships to avoid the heightened erasure, 
tokenization, racism, and antisemitism that 
Jews of color have experienced in our work. 

For me, fostering allied relationships between 
diverse communities has taken courage, 
patience, and a willingness to listen to one 
another, especially during inevitably difficult 
conversations. It has meant acknowledging 

that some of us have been granted access 
and privilege by virtue of being white. It has 
meant deepening our accountability across 
lines of privilege and committing to not choose 
power over our connection to the oppressed. 
Working across interests has required me to 
see people within the issues we fight for as 
whole and not segmented beings. Jonathan, 
how do you understand the need to engage in 
intersectional and interconnected struggles in 
service of justice for all in the current moment? 

I look forward to hearing your perspective, 
Yavilah

Dear Yavilah, 

Thank you for your letter. As you know, 
I deeply admire your work and respect 
your perspective. My work as CEO of 
the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) is 
inspired and guided by our charter, written 
over 100 years ago, that demonstrates 
the inextricable connection between 
protecting Jews and advocating for other 
people with equal measures of urgency. 
Threats to any marginalized community 
are threats to every community. 

In thinking about being a good ally, 
I agree that we need to take time to 
build relationships with those we aim 
to work with, even when it is difficult. 
These relationships allow us to express 
the burdens our people carry while also 
learning from others in the same way. Ally-
ship means using the access and privilege 
one has to help advance another’s cause 
and to mobilize one’s own communities to 
show up when needed and called upon. 

And as I consider my role in addressing 
threats to the Jewish community, I must 
recognize the threats toward all in our 
community, which includes Jews of 
color, LGBTQ Jews, Jews who arrived as 
refugees and immigrants, and others with 
intersectional identities. When threats of 
racism, homophobia, and other forms of 
discrimination are present, we must be 
aware and responsive to these injustices, 
including ways our own Jewish families  
and communities are impacted. 

We know that many marginalized 
communities — African Americans, Latinx, 
Muslims, Sikhs, LGBTQ+ people, Jews, and 
others — are facing increasing threats. Some 
of these threats are coming from the Trump 
Administration; others originate from groups 
and individuals who now feel emboldened 

to spew hate extremism, and foment 
violence (either online or in person). 

Recognizing our shared stake in this 
fight for justice is especially important 
for Jews because we know the danger of 
discriminatory policies and actions — 
because of our history in Europe and in 
parts of the Middle East. This is what has 
compelled us to say “never again” — not 
just for Jews but for anyone. 

Over the past few years, the extreme 
polarization of our country’s politics has 
made it more difficult for me to show up in 
some circumstances. A culture that declares 
“You’re either fully with us or you’re against 
us” is growing, which makes it difficult to 
be an ally even if the areas of disagreement 
are entirely detached from the focus of a 
specific initiative. 

I’m concerned about an approach that 
demands we agree on everything in order 
to work together. For example, I’ve been 
asked not to join certain coalitions on 
domestic issues because of legitimate policy 
disagreements on Israel. And while we might 
have differences of opinion with some 
parties on some policy matters related to 
Israel, that should not prevent me or the 
ADL from standing with allies on matters of 
equality or fighting for justice here at home. 
A point of disagreement on a single issue 
does not justify a permanent disqualification 
from any collaboration on any issue.

Additionally, while our reporting tracked 
an alarming rise in anti-Jewish incidents 
in the U.S. in 2017, antisemitism is rarely 
included in lists of oppressions and social 
justice concerns, nor is it widely mentioned 
in speeches and platforms at political 
marches and rallies. How can we make 
sure that intersectionality is used to lift up 
marginalized voices while also ensuring 
that it doesn’t translate into the exclusion 
of those with some privilege, particularly 
members of the Jewish community with 
white privilege whose oppression is 
sometimes difficult to understand? And 
how can we serve as allies to others while 
not shying away from advocating for our 
own needs in this time as well?

Many thanks Yavilah. I look forward to 
continuing this exchange, Jonathan 

Dear Jonathan, 

Your leadership commitment to resist the 
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Different Modes of Ally-ship
I asked Yavilah McCoy, a diversity activist, and Jonathan Greenblatt, the national director of the ADL to engage with each other through a series 
of letters about the parameters and boundaries of ally-ship — and the roles that power and privilege play in building coalitions to fight injustice.  —S.B. 
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defamation of the Jewish people while 
working to secure justice for all people is 
crucial to the work of building a world free 
from all forms of bigotry and associated 
violence. As a Jewish activist, I find your work 
to be grounded in the same principle from 
Pirkei Avot/Ethics of the Fathers that guides 
my own: “If I am not for myself, who will be 
for me? And if I am only for myself, what am 
I?” In these times, when the meaning of “me,” 
“myself,” and “my community” is being tested 
and interrogated daily at the borders of our 
country, my attention, as an ally, is drawn to 
the latter half of this moral calling from our 
Torah: “If I am only for myself, what am I?” 

I see intersectionality as a lens through 
which we understand that our privilege 
and the ways we have been targeted are 
related. When we build coalitions, those 
intersectional relationships and struggles 
are relevant. This means agreeing to learn 
together, in beloved community, to fight 
harder than ever before to remain united 
in our struggle for justice for all people. I 
respond to the challenge you describe — 
that in today’s political culture being an 
ally demands being “fully with us or against 
us” — by building and joining coalitions 
of allies around a shared value for moving 
justice forward, even if the groups have some 
differing needs. For example, in the Women’s 
March, allies formed coalitions around a 
commonly shared value that “Women’s 
Rights are Human Rights and Human 
Rights are Women’s Rights.” This shared 
value brought together women from vastly 
different backgrounds to stand together 
as allies to alleviate the suffering of those 
who are made most vulnerable by systemic 
inequities in our society. Allies worked 
together across issues that felt closest to 
their communities — ending sexual violence, 
protecting reproductive rights, LGBTQIA 
rights, workers’ rights, civil rights, disability 
rights, immigrant rights, and the cause of 
environmental justice — to answer the call 
“If I am only for myself, what am I?” 

The rise in antisemitism in this country is 
real and must be vigorously addressed by all 
of our allies. And, we must remain aware that 
it is generally not my Jewish siblings who are 
being criminalized for seeking safe-haven 
as refugees to this country. Social justice 
ally-ship is not a zero-sum game where the 
choice of allies is to be either with or against 
any one group. I have always tried to figure 
out how to stand with my people, Black 
and Jewish, while not allowing privilege to 
provide me entry through doors that other 
targeted individuals cannot easily access.

In the current climate, I am not sure how 
we can successfully fight the binaries of 
extremism without taking the risk of opening 

our Jewish boundaries for partnership to 
include more than what seems immediately 
safe or congruent to our direct needs. For me, 
ally-ship is about remembering our history 
and the risk-taking of the privileged who 
saved many of us, whether it was in service to 
our allies to help us or at their peril. 

Jonathan, how do you understand the 
need to engage in intersectional and 
interconnected struggles in service of justice 
for all in the current moment? How far are 
you willing to extend ally-ship and under 
what conditions? 

With much respect, Yavilah

Dear Yavilah, 

The urgency today, of upholding civil 
rights and protecting our democracy, is 
greater than I’ve ever seen. I agree we 
are stronger when organized in broad 
coalitions held together by shared values 
and common goals. In my work, this 
requires me to set aside differences to stand 
in multiple coalitions.

I am proud to have seen Jewish 
communities build diverse coalitions 
with great success. I would be remiss, 
however, if I didn’t note the painful times 
Jewish friends and colleagues have been 
asked to leave long-standing coalitions — 
often because of affiliations or perceived 
affiliations with Israel or Zionism, despite 
shared values and goals. Knowing that 
pain, I don’t want to push it onto others, 
and aim to be expansive in my own 
coalition building.

The 2009 Matthew Shepard and James Byrd 
Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act is the result 
of a strong coalition of groups that shared 
a history of exclusion and discrimination 
along with every major law enforcement 
organization in the country to fight for 
protections against bias-motivated crimes 
based on someone’s actual or perceived 
gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, 
disability, race, religion, or national origin. 
When some outside interest groups and 
powerful lawmakers urged for the removal of 
“sexual orientation” from the list of protected 
identities, the broad coalition stood as allies 
with their LGBTQ partners, unwilling to 
move the act forward without them. That 
moment the coalition answered the question: 
“If I am only for myself, what am I?” We went 
from being partners in an interconnected 
fight to standing as allies with those who 
had been directly singled out. When the bill 
passed with all groups protected, we were 
reminded how critical it is to stand united 
in pursuit of the greater good. 

I see a similar notion in your example of 

the Women’s March, 
where women of all 
backgrounds came 
together to fight for 
the common goal of 
women’s rights. This 
movement allowed 
women to bring their full 
selves, empowering ally-
ship and examinations 
of privilege. When a 
white woman from the 
movement speaks out 
against racial injustice, 
she turns from a partner 
in the fight for women’s 
rights to an ally for 
racial justice. When a 
cis-woman stands for 
the rights and dignity 
of her trans sister, she 
becomes an ally to 
the trans community. 
Furthermore, the 
ally-hood of women 
who stood up against 
attempts to exclude other 
women because of their 
connections to Israel was 
important and helped 
strengthen inclusion in 
the movement. I agree 
we need to move from 
being interconnected 
partners to being allies 
willing to jump into the 
fight even when we are 
not directly affected. 

I’m committed to fighting 
for the rights of all 
marginalized communities 
because of my Jewish 
values and because it’s 
simply the right thing 
to do. I’m committed to 
actively showing up and 
not backing down in the 
fight for justice. Different 
models of ally-ship require 
me to sometimes lead 
from the front, other times quietly from 
behind, or silently lending support from 
behind the scenes. 

Ultimately, we are fighting for a better, 
more just, safe, and flourishing society 
where everyone is treated equally and 
afforded equal opportunity. We need to 
stand up for each other to get there. The 
time is now. 

With admiration and gratitude, Jonathan 

Yavilah McCoy and Jonathan Greenblatt 
biographical sketches are on page 2.
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Introduction

Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition and the 
contemporary moment. At the heart of this issue of Sh’ma Now is the Jewish sensibility 
of areivut, ally-ship. With so much recent discussion about who we can and cannot 
build coalitions with, I was curious about how we construct broad and workable bridges 
and collaborative platforms when we don’t agree on the full political agenda. Inspired 
by my friend and colleague Yavilah McCoy, I set out to find someone who would 
match her smarts and integrity in the public arena. I found that person in Jonathan 
Greenblatt, and throughout their exchange they respectfully pushed each other to 
think more deeply in the crevasses of political maneuvering.  

Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely an individual 
activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which is specifically designed to help 
you to consider the idea of going forth independently or with others, formally and 
informally.

How to Begin

This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts for individual 
contemplation and informal or structured conversations. We suggest that you use this 
guide to share reflections and thoughts over a Shabbat meal, or, for those who are more 
adventurous, to lead a planned, structured conversation, inviting a small group of 
friends and family to your home or to a coffee shop. If you would like more information 
about ways in which this journal can be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma Now 
editor-in-chief, at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of the entire 
issue at http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion

If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines may help you 
to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration through sharing:

•  Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal reflection that 
happens through group conversation. 

•  Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: Avoid 
commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make room for everyone to 
speak. Step into or away from the conversation appropriately. No one participant 
should dominate the conversation. Let silence sit, allowing participants to gather their 
thoughts.

•  For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the article in 
question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a moment to read it in 
print or on screen, before the conversation begins.

•  Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a second 
time, before moving into the discussion.
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Interpretive Questions  
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.

•  Rabbi Barbara Penzner [page 1] brings our readers into some of her favorite stories 
and texts about ally-ship. She anchors her piece in the teaching of the sage Hillel, who 
wrote the famous aphorism, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if I am 
only for myself, what am I? And if not now, when?” She writes that being an ally is 
to be curious about another, to be vulnerable in our approach, “to connect our care 
and concern with an honest admission of what we know and don’t know about the 
other. …Allies listen wholeheartedly to each other’s needs — even when that listening 
is uncomfortable.”  What is the relationship of ally-hood and curiosity? Does some of 
the Jewish wisdom that speaks to respecting the other — such as the notion that we 
are all made in God’s image, or that we are commanded to love the stranger — also 
speak to the idea of being allies? What’s different? Where — and why — does the 
Jewish community, and Jews individually, fall short in their desire to build coalitions 
of social justice?

•  Yavilah McCoy [page 3], CEO of the diversity consulting group DIMENSIONS, and 
Jonathan Greenblatt, CEO and national director of the Anti-Defamation League, 
exchange a series of letters about the parameters and red lines of coalition building. 
Fundamental to their exchange is the question about the extent to which one needs 
to agree on all things in order to be an ally. Yavilah’s experiences with an array 
of social justice organizations have given her confidence that she does not “have 
to agree on all things while remaining committed to developing our muscles for 
standing together on the things that we do agree on.” She wants to develop an 
infrastructure that crosses divergent interests and addresses this “intersectional” 
moment. Jonathan stresses the importance of building relationships that “allow us 
to express fully the burdens our people carry while also listening to others in the same 
way. Ally-hood means using our access and privilege to help advance another’s cause.” 
He goes on to say, “Different models of ally-ship require me to sometimes lead from 
the front, other times quietly from behind, or silently lending support from behind 
the scenes.” Is it possible to build coalitions with groups that do not share your beliefs 
about Israel? What fosters allied relationships? What are the ingredients to building 
strong coalitions? How do you understand the need to engage in intersectional and 
interconnected struggles in service of justice for all in the current moment? And how 
can we serve as allies to others while not shying away from advocating for our own 
needs in this time as well?
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Reflective Questions  
can help one to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own  
sense of self.  

•  In NiSh’ma, [page 2] our simulated Talmud page, three commentators riff on the 
middle question of the well-known aphorism of Rabbi Hillel in Pirkei Avot: “If I am 
not for myself, who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, what am I? 
And if not now, then when?’” Our commentators explore who we are, and who we 
become, if our primary concern is for our own — even if beleaguered — self and 
community. Rabbi Doug Kahn suggests that the three verses cannot be separated: 
“In honoring Hillel’s second of three clauses, “If I am only for myself...,” we cannot 
abandon the first: “If I am not for myself, who will be for me?” That clause requires 
us to select our allies wisely. Can we work with a group on a specific issue even when 
we have passionate disagreements on other issues?” Acknowledging that there are 
red lines, he notes: “There are groups on the far left and far right whose extremism 
poses a genuine threat to Jews and whom we cannot work with. But, our energies 
are best spent looking for how to expand our 2 percent, also knowing that, when we 
stand with others, they are more likely to stand with us.” Adina Mermelstein Konikoff, 
who is a program director with Repair the World, suggests that we must show up for 
allies “by serving alongside members of communities that are negatively impacted 
by the policies we are fighting to change. We need to build relationships with our 
neighbors by listening to the voices within those communities. This, in turn, can 
better inform the change we are advocating for.” How can we possibly know what to 
advocate for if we are not actively in relationship with and listening to those who will 
be most affected by the change?  And the historian and associate editor at Mosaic, 
Andrew Koss, suggests Jews should work as allies with evangelical Christians and 
their “unflagging and generous support for the state of Israel. Based on their belief in 
the eternity of the divine covenant with the Jewish people, these Christians travel to 
Israel, advocate on its behalf, and, at least in the U.S., pressure politicians to pursue 
pro-Israel policies.” How do you assess and make decisions about when to show up 
and with whom to partner? How do partnerships change you – how do they influence 
your attitudes and group behaviors? Which of the three questions in Hillel’s teaching 
do you most resonate with? Why do you think they are delivered together?
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