Sample Social Action Programs

The following list, put together by Ginger Jacobs of Tarzana, CA, is meant to be a creative starting point for your own programming discussions.

1. Food Collections and Distribution – The idea of bringing food to the Temple should be stressed to all members. When congregants come for religious school, adult education, Sisterhood and Brotherhood meetings, as well as services they should be encouraged to bring a can of food with them. After a time, it would hopefully become second nature to bring food to the Temple.

For the distribution aspect, many programs could be set up to aid the poor, or the food could be donated to an already existing food market to sell the foot at a much reduced cost (just a few cents per can) thereby preserving the dignity of those in need. The money could be put back into a food fund to help supplement certain meals where fresh food must be purchased.

2. Public School Partnerships – The Temple can partner with a school in the neighbor hood (or a few Havurot could band together and adopt a school on their own). The first step would be to contact the principal and identify the needs of the various students. Many extra-funded programs are being cut back or eliminated altogether. The Temple could help fill in these gaps, such as providing hot lunches for students. (Here is one place that some of the food collected in the Food Bank could be used.)

There are also academic needs of many students that are being neglected due to lack of funding for extra aides – here, too, the Temple members could step in and tutor. (The youth groups could be involved in this aspect also.) There are always extra costs, even in public schools, and many children are left out of certain programs because of insufficient funds. A scholarship fund could be set up for some of these needs, such as buying books at a book fair, materials for sewing classes, purchase of yearbooks and field trips. There are also students that do not have adequate warm or dry clothing and these should be provided (maybe from the lost and found from the Religious School). 

3. Medical – The Temple could bring together the various medical personnel within the congregation or representatives from each area of expertise, such as doctors, dentists, opticians and pharmacists. A program offering medical attention could be established depending on the various needs and services to be offered. The working poor (those that do not qualify for Medicaid yet can not afford medical insurance or the bills) could take advantage of this program either by paying a small amount, nothing, or volunteering some type of service to help others.

The organization would hopefully come from within the medical community, as some medical personnel might want to donate a certain amount of hours per week while others might want to accept a certain patients or donate a specific amount of services. Still another the way the medical community might be of service is by donating time to other organizations, particularly with the elderly or refugees. Finally, some may want to get involved with various programs in Israel wherever needed.

4. Senior Self Help – Again, this should come from within the senior community at the Temple. There are many seniors who are able to drive and function independently. Many seniors are looking for meaningful things to do with their time and are bored with the traditional “card games.” On the other hand, there are other seniors who can not get around and need transportation, meals brought in, help with cooking or shopping. Many just need someone to talk with. Programs could be set up to fill these needs. A phone system where single shut-ins receive a call everyday is the most beneficial. Bring food to those who can cook but not shop (another source for the distribution of the Food Bank). Bring hot meals to those who can not cook and whose hot meals are being cut back due to lack of federal funding.

Other organizations could be contacted to see how the Temple seniors could help with existing programs. The Temple might even become a center for serving hot meals a few times a week.

5. Coalition Work and Regional Work – The Temple could initiate several meetings with leaders of other Temples in the area to discuss ideas for these and other programs. The many possibilities include working together on specific programs; dividing up programs open to the total community; and holding other programs (such as the Food Bank) at each Temple. These meetings should continue periodically to assess the progress, make new suggestions, look for ways of improving what exists and bring in other Temples. This group could also be the basis for founding coalitions with churches and other organizations in the area and to encourage neighborhood groups to do the same.

6. Money Management Teaching – The Temple, using its resources – CPAs, consumer advocates, etc. – could set up sessions to help people learn to make better use of their money. Areas such as conservation, budgeting, ways to shop, practical ways of doing things, etc., could be discussed with participants learning from each other as well from the leader. Special sessions should be included for those who live on a fixed or shrinking income.

7. Cooperatives – The Temple could become the facilitator for the establishment of cooperatives that would save considerable amounts of money. For example, families who use a diaper service could get together to arrange a common pick-up point for the diaper service and with the families distributing the diapers themselves. This will save money as the service will charge less with only one pick-up and delivery point. Another example would be neighbors taking turns buying fresh produce by the case then dividing the produce among themselves.

The Temple could also arrange for a Farmer’s Market to be held at the Temple. This could   be with fresh produce straight from the farm as well as the possibility of some of the canned goods from the Food Bank. There might also be food merchants in the Temple that would be willing to participate in this effort selling their products at cost as a donation (or slightly above cost but still much cheaper than in the market).

8. The Disabled – The Temple could be a leader in assuring that all disabled people have access to all Temple functions, with ramps, special parking that is enforced, access to class and meeting rooms as well as the sanctuary, ASL translation if needed. Where possible, the Temple could hire disabled people or try to help find them jobs with congregants, matching abilities and skills with professions within the Temple membership. The Religious School could also have special awareness sessions for the children on what it is like being disabled, both experiential and listening to disabled people talk. 

9. Legal Aid – This could be arranged in the same fashion as the medical aid, with the attorneys setting up their own program, either on a pro bono basis or minimal fee scale. The attorneys could also arrange working sessions at the Temple teaching people some of their basic rights and how to take care of those legal needs that do not actually require the help of an attorney – such as how to read and understand contracts, tenant rights, consumer rights, protection against suits, small claims courts, etc.

10. Youth Group – The various youth groups could be involved in many of these programs providing those services that are within their abilities – transportation, phone calls, helping with cooperatives, tutoring, distribution of food, etc. The youth groups would also have awareness sessions to heighten young people’s understanding of the world around them, the needs of the poor and the possibility of doing some constructive programs. Too often the young only hear talk and see no action. The Temple can lead the way in showing action and including all members in that process. Action builds upon itself; the more that is done, the more that will be done. Another suggestion is a cooperative childcare service.

11. Adopt-a-Building – This program is more for inner-city congregations or congregations that have numerous member who work in the inner-city. The Temple would select a building in need of work and where a cooperative effort can be established with the tenants. The members of the committee (again, Havurot, could be used for this, as well as attorneys) could work with the tenants, helping them to organize to ensure their rights and seeing to other needs such as general repairs, improving plumbing and wiring, etc. The Temple  could contact the landlord (who hopefully will not be a member of the Temple) and work as a liaison between the landlord and the tenants. Another aspect of this would be to identify and work with any Temple members who are slum landlords – to get them to see the importance of living up to their side of the human bargain – to fix up their buildings, etc.

12. Day Care Center – Many Temples have classroom space that is not used during the weekday. Other Temples have used that space for preschool and/or toddler programs (which often make a profit). There is a serious lack of day care in most communities and the money funding them is being cut back. The Temple could open a day care center for the poor who must work but have no affordable place to leave their children. The more affluent could help cover the cost for the less well off. It is also possible to arrange for a donation of skills or labor power toward the cost. 

There may even be some senior citizens who would be willing to donate time to help run the day care center; many are retired teachers or social workers or retired from other related fields, others are grandparents with no grandchildren living in the community. Much of the needed materials could even be donated by Temple membership. 

13. On-the-Job Training- It has been said “Give a man a fish, and he will eat for a day. Teach a man to fish, and he will eat for the rest of his life.” There are many members of the Temple that have the ability to help teach others skills needed for jobs. A program could be set up to enable to do this mitzvah. This could be done with on-the-job training, scholarship money to go to occupational schools, and in classes taught at the Temple or during off hours at the job site.

14.
Employment Search – Most Temples have bulletins that go to all congregants. A portion of this could be set aside for the needs of the unemployed, listing abilities or job openings. (The bulletin could also be used to gather materials needed for other programs such as the day care center, skills teaching, etc.)

