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October 9, 2019  Sixth and I Reform Yom Kippur Services  

Guest Sermon by Ariel Levinson-Waldman: Prepared Text 

[Introduction by Doug Mishkin] 

In March 1968, a group of rabbis invited Dr. Martin Luther King 

to speak to their gathering and help celebrate the birthday of his 

good friend Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel. As Dr. King 

entered the hall, the rabbis stood up, linked arms and,  -- as a 

tribute to King,  sang in Hebrew “We Shall Overcome” -- Anu 

Nitgaber.  Can you imagine it – “Anu Nitgaber …” 

Dr. King was assassinated 10 days later.   

One of his many enduring teachings, and something I want to 

reflect on tonight with you was this: “We may have all come on 

different ships,” King said, “but we’re in the same boat now.” 
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I’ll talk this morning about how though he did not mean it as a 

message for Yom Kippur or even as a message for a specifically 

Jewish audience, Dr. King’s call to us all being in this together 

speaks to very Jewish principles of social justice in our 

community in 2019.  We’re all in the same boat now. 

Let me start though with some thank yous. Thank you Doug for 

the generous introduction and thanks to Doug and David for 

inviting me to be with you.   

My wife Rachel’s here with us today.  And actually, this is not 

the first time Rachel and I have had the privilege to be at this 

service.   Before we had our kids – Sarah, now 8 and Eli now 5, 

we for a number of years got to experience this service when it 

was held at GW Hillel. It’s an honor to be with you all again, 

especially in this 35th and final year of Doug and David’s 

wonderful leadership of the service.  
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I’m also grateful that life allows for my mom Cathy to be with 

us today as she enters her 2nd year of being a DC resident, 

something that has so enriched the lives of our whole family.  

Funny story about my mom coming to see me talk:  Years ago I 

gave a talk at a conference and it happened to be scheduled 

when my mom was visiting me.  She sat in the audience.  I 

spoke and let’s just say whatever I said wasn’t very interesting 

to the assembled audience of business people and regulators.  A 

while into the remarks, a man sitting immediately in front of my 

mom said, to one in particular but clearly and purposefully 

audible to those within several rows of him: “This guy’s killing 

me!” … 

My mom, when I asked her after how she thought it had gone, 

had no choice but to share the man’s reaction … So I ask that 
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today that you keep the objections to a dull and inaudible roar, if 

only for my mom’s sake!  

We’re also honored that our dear friend Elissa Silverman, who 

represents all DC residents as an at large member of the Council 

of the District of Columbia is here with us today.   

Friends, Doug and David asked me to talk today about three 

things.   

First, I’ll share a little about my personal journey.   

Second, I’ll talk about how it led me to Tzedek DC, and what 

we are doing at Tzedek DC to strive to reflect Jewish values in 

serving DC residents of all faiths and backgrounds facing debt-

related crises.  “We may have all come on different ships,” King 

said, “but we’re in the same boat now.” 

Finally, I’ll reflect on what this has to do with Yom Kippur.      
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*** 

As for me, statistically speaking, I shouldn’t be here.  I am an 

anomaly.  I feel unbelievably lucky to be alive.  Why do I say 

that? 

I am the grandson of Eleazar and Chaya, two incredible people.  

Sarah and Eli have seen pictures of them that hang in the 

stairwell in our house here in DC.  In July 1941, Eleazar and 

Chaya were young adults in a Ukrainian village called Kostopol 

when the Nazis were marching East about to occupy Kostopol.   

3 weeks before the Germans made it to Kostpol, Eleazar was 

“lucky” enough to be conscripted into the Soviet army.  He 

became a decorated soldier in the red army and unlike millions 

of soldiers on the front lines in the war, he somehow survived.    

Kostopol’s Jewish community, as was the case with so many 

Jewish communities in Europe, was headed up by a Council of 
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elders. The council of elders arranged for a group of young 

adults from the town to get out by foot going East.  A relative 

had made it to Uzbekistan and had work teaching Russian to 

Sovietized Uzbeks.  A week before the Nazis arrived, Chaya 

began marching to the East with ten other young women from 

the town.  Chaya was pregnant.  She and the others walked over 

1,700 miles from Kostopol to Uzbekistan over an 8 month 

period.  Importantly to me as I think about this today, Chaya and 

her friends were assisted at several harrowing stops along the 

way by righteous gentiles.  

The baby, who would have been my father’s older sister, did not 

survive.  Chaya amazingly survived the trip and the war, 

teaching Russian language to get by.   

After the war ended, Chaya and Eleazar reunited in Kostopol, 

literally on the destroyed concrete steps of what had been their 
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home before the Nazi invasion.  Most of our extended family 

had been killed, they soon learned.  We know today from Yad 

Va Shem that of the 3,920 Jews in Kostopol on the eve of the 

war, 3,650 did not make it.  270, less than 7 percent of them, 

did.  Chaya and Elazar were 2 of those 270.   

The year after the war ended, Chaya and Eleazar gave birth to 

my dad and a decade later they and my aunt Rina were able to 

leave the Soviet Union during a brief liberalization period in the 

1950s – thank you American foreign policy pressures --  when 

they made from Ukraine via Poland to Israel.   

My dad came to the United States in 1965 on a university 

scholarship arranged through the America Israel Foundation.  

He spoke 10 words of English but had drive and by then a knack 

for languages and landing in new places.   



8 
 

He met my wonderful mom Cathy five years later in a student 

cafeteria in New York City.  My mom’s family had escaped the 

pogroms and made it to the U.S. two generations earlier, so it 

was kind of Kostopol meets Cleveland.  

Yours truly arrived several years after that.   

My dad served in the IDF in the 1973 campaign in the Sinai and 

has lived permanently ever since in the U.S. He became a U.S. 

citizen when I was 12 and is a very patriotic American and that 

rubbed off on me.   

Though statistically speaking neither my dad nor I should have 

been possible, through his parents’ pluck and through sheer luck 

I’m unbelievably lucky to be alive and beyond that to have 

grown up in the U.S. amidst the freedoms and resources so 

many of us in the Jewish community have enjoyed.  My mom 

and dad gave me the two most important things you can give a 
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child: love and a first class education.   Well, also, 6 summers at  

Jewish summer camp; that’s important too … 

My time later in college and law school sparked for me a 

passion for the idea that the U.S. legal system should work for 

everyone, not only the wealthiest part of our society.  

*** 

How did this lead to Tzedek DC? 

I have been practicing law for 18 years.  At each step along the 

way, I have seen the power of access to justice -- what happens 

when we provide access to justice for vulnerable community 

members dealing with a crisis.  The clear takeway for me has 

been that legal aid makes a big difference for people – as the 

saying goes, legal help helps.     

Why do we need civil legal aid for poor folks?  Well, unlike in 

criminal cases, which is what you mostly see in the popular tv 
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depictions of the legal system, there is no recognized legal right 

to counsel in civil cases.  That means that even in civil cases 

with life-altering consequences – such as loss of housing 

through foreclosure for a mother with young children, or the 

ruin of her credit rating and employment prospects through a 

debt collection suit – a poor person has no right to a lawyer.  Yet 

those who most often have to confront these civil legal crises are 

those who can least afford representation.   

During my time in private practice at law firm, I saw the 

difference it makes when a private sector lawyer steps up to 

provide bono representation for a poor community member. I 

had the opportunity to work on pro bono  cases for indigent 

clients, and I experienced first hand how psychically rewarding 

the work is for the lawyer.  At the Office of the Attorney 

General for the District of Columbia, we saw the stark 
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difference it makes when poor community members do not have 

lawyers and the terrible outcomes people have when they are left 

to go it alone in our  often counter-intuitive legal system.  

In my work in President Obama’s administration on the White 

House Legal Aid Interagency Roundtable, I saw from a national 

perspective the huge capacity gap we have across the country 

between poor people’s needs for legal help and what the current 

systems provide.  This work electrified me, and starting in 2015 

I looked for ways to apply those lessons to our local community 

here in DC and fill an acute unmet gap in our service 

community.    With a Fellowship granted by the Jewish 

Federation of Greater Washington, and thanks to strong 

leadership from people like our Board chair former DC Attorney 

General Irv Nathan, we developed and incubated Tzedek DC, 

the name inspired by the call to action in the Torah’ Book of 
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Deuteronomy – “Tzedek Tzedek tirdof,: justice justice  you” – 

and that means all of us – “shall pursue.”    

Relying on Jewish values, Tzedek DC’s mission is to safeguard 

the rights and interests of low- and moderate-income DC 

residents dealing with often unjust, abusive, and illegal debt 

collection practices, as well as other consumer protection 

problems, including credit reporting issues, identity theft, scams 

and predatory lending.  We focus on this mission as anti-racism 

work to empower DC community members of color. The typical 

DC white household has a net worth that is eight thousand one 

hundred percent that of a typical DC Black household - 

$284,000 versus $3,500. The racial wealth gap is grounded in 

centuries of structural racism, from slavery to Jim Crow to 

segregation to redlining, policies that have stretched well into 

the lifetimes of many of us here tonight. But these gaps in 
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wealth and resulting gaps in access to justice are perpetuated and 

widened by ongoing practices today. 45 percent of D.C. 

residents of color have debt in collections, compared with just 

12 percent of white residents.  And as powerful recent studies 

have shown, debt collection lawsuits are filed disproportionately 

against our communities of color and immigrant households.  

And that is even controlling for income.  The impact on credit 

reports from adverse judgments has implications for years to 

come. It affects everything from ability to get rental housing 

approval to a job to a loan.  Families’ economic futures are at 

stake. 

So what can we do about these problems?   

At Tzedek DC we are doing three main things, with a small staff 

and over 75 inspiring volunteers and a terrific group of 

community nonprofit partnerships. 
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First is direct services. We are in court every week as there are 

so many debt collection cases filed now that the Court has set up 

two days per week dedicated just to them.  We have served over  

1000 DC households.  We save clients in full representation 

cases an average of $1046 per case, the equivalent to more than 

two weeks at the DC minimum wage.  Just as importantly, we 

work really hard to ensure that our clients feel respected, heard, 

and listened to.  Many tell us it is the first time they have seen 

the “system” working for them.   

Second, we’re engaging in community empowerment and 

community outreach.  In particular, I’m excited about our 

launching an exciting bilingual pilot program to serve our Latinx 

community neighbors, called  ¡Sin Deudas, Sin Dudas! Spanish 

for “No Debts, No Doubts”. This bilingual campaign 

encompasses diverse partnerships, bilingual training sessions, 
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workshops, and tailored informational materials for client 

community members on topics like finding legal help where we 

or sister organizations represent the client without her having to 

attend in person.  No one should have to miss having their rights 

safeguarded in a civil case because they are afraid an ICE agent 

will be looking for them at the courthouse. 

Third is our systemic reform work.  For example, our clients and 

our coalition of civil rights, interfaith and antipoverty groups 

succeeded in persuading the DC Government to end DC's 

automatic drivers license suspensions for unpaid traffic tickets.  

And similarly, with the Virginia NAACP and others, we have 

worked to support reform on this issue in Virginia.  Before the 

reform in DC, over 125,000 residents who had lost their ability 

to drive lawfully as punishment for an unpaid debt.  Residents 

with lower incomes, needing to get to work and elsewhere, often 
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drive anyway when they have been unable to renew their 

licenses. When caught and arrested, as over 7,000 were between 

2015 and 2017, with 80% of them African-American, they then 

face spiraling fines, fees and penalties. We are now continuing 

that work and focusing on ending DC’s automatic denial of 

driver license renewals for those with debts to the DC 

Government, regardless of ability pay. Denial of renewal is, in 

effect, a slow-motion suspension. 

Similarly, on the national systemic reform front, we are part of a 

strong coalition pushing back against the Trump 

administration’s abuses of those dealing with debt that includes 

the Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater 

Washington and number of anti-poverty and legal services 

groups.  We recently filed comments challenging a proposed 

rule that would allow debt collectors to harass people with 
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unlimited texts and via social media.  And we just filed a federal 

court lawsuit challenging the public charge rule adopted by the 

Trump administration.  That rule applies the discriminatory 

assumption that someone -- like my dad in 1965 -- who wants to 

immigrate to this country, but has a lower credit score, is likely 

to become a recipient of public benefits and therefore should be 

denied a visa or green card and excluded from our great country.   

So many of all of our family members would never have made it 

if the U.S. had pulled up the ladder like this to past generations.  

I told you about my dad.  My mom’s grandmother came over 

hidden in a boat 120 years ago. Similarly, my wife Rachel’s 

ancestors came over on a cattle boat at about that same time.  

The nods I see around the room this morning suggest that many 

of the families represented in this room tell similar stories.  
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Friends, we do all of this work is to send the message to our 

broader community of neighbors that in 2019, here in DC, in the 

United States, we are all in this together. We may have come 

over on different ships but we’re in the same boat now.   

So that’s a little about me and about Tzedek DC. 

*** 

How is this relevant to Yom Kippur?   

Yom Kippur is of course about repenting for our own failings – 

and I know mine this past year were plenty. And for many it’s 

also about fasting.  But it’s about more than those things.  It’s 

also about an obligation to proactively do something to make the 

world a more just place, especially for our most vulnerable 

neighbors.  
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In our teaching this week from the Book of Isaiah, we read from 

the Torah: 

“Is such the fast I desire, 

A day for men to starve their bodies? 

 …No, this is the fast I desire: 

To unlock the fetters of wickedness, 

And untie the cords of the yoke 

To let the oppressed go free; 

To break off every yoke.” 

Rabbi Julia Andelman of the Jewish Theological Seminary has a 

great take on this passage from Isaiah.  She says: “In other 

words, we cannot honestly define Yom Kippur as relating purely 

to our personal spiritual development.  …To avoid reflecting on 

our actions in the realms of social action and social justice on 
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Yom Kippur would be to fly in the face of what our prophets, 

and the rabbis who highlighted their texts, are trying to teach us. 

.. it behooves us, on this most sacred day of the Jewish year,  

…to be reminded of our broader obligations to others in need.” 

She notes that the Yom Kippur liturgy similarly calls us to task 

through the al heit confession. If we listen to the charges of that 

confession, we hear the text reminding us of our obligations 

beyond ourselves.  For example, we chant:  

“For the sin that we have committed before you by hardening 

our hearts—“ 

- Think of when we ignored poverty, homelessness, and 

despair. 

We chant: “For the sin that we have committed before you by 

silence” – so let’s think of when we said nothing when we knew 

that human beings were being mistreated. 
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All this gives us a call to action. Let’s each commit to doing 

something – take action in the realm of social justice.  Through 

your time – your social justice work, what Rabbi Heschel called 

praying with your feet – your voice, your advocacy, your 

protest, or your financial support – help make a difference.  If 

you want to get involved with Tzedek DC, great and happy to 

talk with you about that and thank you.  But along with the 

many outstanding civil liberties and antipoverty groups doing 

important work, there are also so many other groups within the 

Jewish community doing inspiring things you can choose from – 

from Federation and JCRC’s work to fight anti-semitism to the 

work of HIAS and T’ruah at the border to respond to the 

horrendous immigration policies of our current federal 

government, to Jews United for Justice helping enact social 

justice campaigns into law locally to the important convening 

work that is led by my friend Heather Moran here at 6th and I –
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and here let me just lift one example of that, when  Elissa 

Silverman and Karl Racine brought together leaders from the 

Jewish and African American communities for an interfaith 

Seder together at 6th and I.   

There is much repair of our world  that needs to be done and 

let’s all heed the call from Isaiah and commit that in the coming 

days and weeks, even as we are not obligated to complete the 

work, we will each do something to take a step towards that 

community repair.  With our families, our time, our energy, our 

passion and our resources let’s help send the message to our 

neighbors most in need that yes, we may have come over on 

different ships, but we’re together here in the same boat now.   

Thank you for hosting me and my family today, Gmar Tov, and 

may you have a healthy and meaningful New Year.  


