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  What people are saying about
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  A young hip well-dressed down-to-earth Modern Orthodox rabbi and teacher with connections in so many areas; he is a really brilliant and inspiring guy.
Mayim Bialik

  Rav Shmuly is a leading voice calling upon the Jewish community to pursue justice.
Rabbi Jonah Pesner

  Rabbi Shmuly Yanklowitz’s name has become synonymous with the call for ethical renewal and social justice within the American Jewish community.
Professor Jonathan D. Sarna

  One of the most compelling rabbis around!
Rabbi Rick Jacobs, President of the Union for Reform Judaism

  Rabbi Yanklowitz…provides an important resource for us to fight from a place of peace and strength.
Professor Saru Jayaraman, Co-Founder of the Restaurant Opportunities Centers United
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  This book is dedicated to Shoshana, Amiella, Lev, and Maya.
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  Gratitude

  In the years I have worked on this book, I have been blessed to have had so many wonderful people by my side. Though the process was long, it was undoubtedly worthwhile and spiritually edifying. I am grateful to my publisher, Changemakers Books, for providing me the opportunity to add my words and ideas to an esteemed catalogue of inspiring changemaking works. Its history as a leading publisher of inspired works leaves me humbled. I am truly grateful for everything Changemakers has done for me. Many thanks to the delightful (and insightful!) Tim Ward for being my guiding light at Changemakers.

  I’m so thankful for the diligent editing work of Abraham J. Frost, who spent countless hours editing drafts, offering constructive feedback, and providing support. I’m also grateful to Suzanne Bring, who steadily added enormous insight with her contributions and editing acumen. Their assistance was invaluable as I wrote this book.

  Most importantly, this book wouldn’t have been possible without the everlasting love of my beautiful and brilliant wife Shoshana, and our wonderful children, Amiella, Meir Lev Kook (MLK), Maya Neshama, and Shay. Whenever I found myself in need of deep inspiration, I thought of my family. Thank you for all the joy and light you share with me on a daily basis. I love you.

  Finally, I thank the Creator—the One True God—for giving me life, for giving me hope, and for giving me the ability to pursue a life of holiness.




  Introduction

  The book you now hold in your hands has gestated in my heart for many years. Indeed, the art of spiritual leadership is found by seeking sparks of holiness in everyone and everything. Just as the heart needs to pump fast to bring nourishment to the body, so does the heart need to generate and express compassion to nourish the soul.

  In the following pages, I set out to define the qualities I deem most pertinent to ensure that spiritual progress remains a dynamic movement in the contemporary world; activists have as much a role to play as elected officials or policy makers. Without the rumble of committed people in motion, many of the privileges we take for granted today would have remained unobtainable. But the work is never complete, as can be attested by anyone turning on the news.

  How do we make this spiritual work manifest in the world? First and foremost, we need spiritual strengthening and the commitment to value everyone’s experience. Everyone’s voice deserves to be heard; every story deserves to be told. But there are so many aspects of our society that need fixing: Where are we to start? Systematic racism is frustratingly rampant, the rise of neo-fascism seeks to upset post-Cold War norms of tolerance, and genocide still stains humanity all over this world. While activism itself may not remedy the problems with the alacrity we desire, embracing the general orientation towards inclusivity and equity is paramount in the realm of activism if we are going to be leaders of spiritual innovation to safeguard the dignity of all peoples around the world.

  But rather than do the easy task of following a pope or a chief rabbi or any guru, spiritual activism challenges each of us to bring all our unique streams of faith together into one stream: for the sake of justice. Each of us—invigorated by societal progress and the righteous pursuit of moral parity for all—is the authority in our own spiritual quests. Here, together, we elevate our pursuits. The noted twentieth-century Catholic theologian Thomas Merton (1915–68) writes to this need for people of all different beliefs and politics to join together in the pursuit of justice:


  [The] basic problem is not political, it is apolitical and human. One of the most important things to do is to keep cutting deliberately through political lines and barriers and emphasizing the fact that these are largely fabrications and that there is another dimension, a genuine reality, totally opposed to the fictions of politics: the human dimension which politics pretend to arrogate entirely to themselves. This is the necessary first step along the long way toward the perhaps impossible task of purifying, humanizing, and somehow illuminating politics themselves.1



  To achieve our goals, we never have to embrace the authoritarian parts of our respective traditions. Take for example the top-down, authority-based approach many religious traditions embrace. Such a paradigm almost always stifles creative expression, hinders free thought, and conditions people to operate as blind followers. Throughout human history, we’ve seen the detrimental effects of this model as it pertains to the subjugation, colonialization, and oppression of countless people. Unfortunately, many major faiths not only embraced this ethos, but deployed it to centralize their influence, power, and wealth.

  Yet, there were always reformers and countervailing forces within religious traditions, who called upon religious leaders to scale back their grandiosity and lust for material comfort, in favor of compassion, tolerance and healing among all the peoples of the world. Such approaches, while always challenging, have time and again proven to be the best ways of moving civilization. Hindu religious philosophy offers a fascinating analysis of these differing modes of faith in the world:


  There are essentially two models of tradition: the arboreal model and the river model. The arboreal model claims that various sub-traditions branch off from a central, original tradition, often founded by a specific person. The river model, the exact inverse of the arboreal model, claims that a tradition comprises multiple streams which merge into a single mainstream.2



  Whether racing through the jungles or the streams of life, the quest of every spiritual activist remains the same: to find meaning in all of our pursuits to repair the world, fix the brokenness, and bring light to the darkness. Yet our minds continually race; the precariousness of the world continually shifts. We don’t want to slow our minds down, but we do want to gain control over the processes of our changing
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