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Welcome and Attendance  (5-7 minutes) 
 
Why this Conversation?  (5-10 minutes) 

We all know Martin Luther King Jr was a great civil rights leader.  We are celebrating his 
birthday on January 16th because he actually changed the world.  We know him as a historical 
figure. 

• Ask:  What does his struggle have to do with US (Jews)? 
If they don’t come up with it:  questioning authority, escaping captivity, rising up 
from oppression, struggling for justice, seeking peace 

 
 
Taking the First Step (10 minutes) 

1) Tell (read) the story of Nachshon 
Nachshon Ben Aminadav was a prince of the tribe of Judah during the 
Exodus from Egypt. His sister, Elisheva, was the wife of Aaron. A rabbinic 
midrash of Nachshon ... Moses and the people stand on the banks of the 
Red Sea. Moses announces that before the seas will part, there needs to be 
some brave soul to enter the raging waters. Nachshon enters the water. He 
goes in up to his belly, no parting...up to his neck... no parting. He had 
faith, he believed, so he goes up to his nose, takes his last breath before 
submerging totally and at that point the waters part. 

• What qualities/characteristics did Nachshon exhibit? 
 

2) Who in the history of Civil Rights in America is similar to Nachshon?  [Rosa Parks]  Ask a teen what it 
is she did that is similar.   

 
Inspiration  (30-40 minutes) 

i. Divide the class in half – assign one Moses and the other MLK. 
• Have them go to separate rooms ….  

ii. In your sub groups brainstorm on newsprint.  Have one person from each group be 
prepared to present 

• What does “inspiration” mean? 
• What do you think of when you hear the word “inspiration”? 
• What do you think inspired this person? 
• How did “inspiration” in his case lead to action? 

iii.  Hand out the “I Have a Dream” Speech to the Moses group and the “Song of the Sea” to the MLK 
group.   Have volunteers read it aloud as a group.  Then ask:  How does this remind you of 
MLK/Moses? 

   
With about 10 minutes left, come back together and have the presenters share what you 
talked about. Bring to attention the similarities; the shared values and goals (including God). 

 



 
Social Action  (25-35 minutes) 

Set Induction:  One of the most important Jewish beliefs is the obligation to fight against 
injustice.   Ask for 2 volunteers to come up and read the “Text References” to seeking 
justice and changing the world (each reads every other). 

 
MLK day has become a day set aside not only to celebrate MLK’s birthday, but to honor his 

memory with works of social action.  We are going to take the last part of this class to 
look at the Dangers of Silence and the Virtues of Sacrifice.  The Civil Rights movement 
required people to stand up for a cause.  Many people were hurt for standing up for what 
they believed in.  But what if they had stayed quiet? 

 
Break the class up into small groups of 3-5 people.  Select a small group facilitator and hand 

them the 2-sided discussion sheet on this topic.  Give the groups at least 15 minutes to 
process the discussion sheet. 

 
With 7-10 minutes left bring them back together to share snippets of their discussions. 
 
Summary:  As they move forward in their lives – in college, in careers, family life, etc.  it is 

important to role model the characteristics of MLK and Moses:  questioning authority, 
seeking peace, struggling for justice, and helping others in escaping captivity and rising up from 
oppression.  

 
 
    
 



Song of the Sea 
 

Exodus 5:1 
And afterward Moses and Aaron went in, and told Pharaoh, Thus said the Lord God of Israel, Let my people go, 

 
Exodus 15:1-18 

1. Then sang Moses and the people of Israel this song to the Lord, and spoke, saying, I will sing to the Lord, for 
he has triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider has he thrown into the sea. 
2. The Lord is my strength and song, and he has become my salvation; he is my God, and I will praise him; my 
father’s God, and I will exalt him. 
3. The Lord is a man of war; the Lord is his name. 

4. Pharaoh’s chariots and his army has he thrown into the sea; his chosen captains also are drowned in the Red 
Sea. 

5. The depths have covered them; they sank to the bottom as a stone. 
6. Your right hand, O Lord, is glorious in power; your right hand, O Lord, has dashed in pieces the enemy. 

7. And in the greatness of your excellency you have overthrown those that rose up against you; you sent forth 
your anger, which consumed them as stubble. 

8. And with the blast of your nostrils the waters were gathered together, the floods stood upright as a heap, and 
the depths were congealed in the heart of the sea. 

9. The enemy said, I will pursue, I will overtake, I will divide the plunder; my lust shall be satisfied upon them; 
I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them. 

10. You blew with your wind, the sea covered them; they sank as lead in the mighty waters. 
11. Who is like you, O Lord, among the gods? who is like you, glorious in holiness, fearful in praises, doing 
wonders? 
12. You stretched out your right hand, the earth swallowed them. 

13. You in your mercy have led forth the people whom you have redeemed; you have guided them in your 
strength to your holy habitation. 

14. The people shall hear, and be afraid; sorrow shall take hold on the inhabitants of Philistia. 
15. Then the chiefs of Edom shall be amazed; the mighty men of Moab, trembling shall take hold upon them; all 
the inhabitants of Canaan shall melt away. 
16. Fear and dread shall fall upon them; by the greatness of your arm they shall be as still as a stone; till your 
people pass over, O Lord, till the people pass over, whom you have purchased. 
17. You shall bring them in, and plant them in the mountain of your inheritance, in the place, O Lord, which 
you have made for you to dwell in, in the Sanctuary, O Lord, which your hands have established. 
18. The Lord shall reign forever and ever. 



I Have a Dream 
 
I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for freedom in 
the history of our nation. 

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had 
been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their 
captivity. 

But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still 
sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the 
Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years 
later, the Negro is still languishing in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own 
land. So we have come here today to dramatize a shameful condition. 

In a sense we have come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the 
magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory 
note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as 
white men, would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 

It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as her citizens of color are 
concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check 
which has come back marked "insufficient funds." But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. 
We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. So we 
have come to cash this check — a check that will give us upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of 
justice. We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of now. This is no 
time to engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to 
make real the promises of democracy. Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation 
to the sunlit path of racial justice. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quick sands of racial injustice to 
the solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children. 

It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer of the Negro's 
legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality. Nineteen sixty-
three is not an end, but a beginning. Those who hope that the Negro needed to blow off steam and will now be 
content will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual. There will be neither rest nor 
tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to 
shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges. 

But there is something that I must say to my people who stand on the warm threshold which leads into the 
palace of justice. In the process of gaining our rightful place we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us 
not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred. 

We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our 
creative protest to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again we must rise to the majestic heights of 
meeting physical force with soul force. The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community 
must not lead us to a distrust of all white people, for many of our white brothers, as evidenced by their presence 
here today, have come to realize that their destiny is tied up with our destiny. They have come to realize that 
their freedom is inextricably bound to our freedom. We cannot walk alone. 

As we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. We cannot turn back. There are those 
who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be satisfied?" We can never be satisfied as long as 
the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We can never be satisfied, as long as our 



bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the highways and the hotels of the 
cities. We cannot be satisfied as long as the Negro's basic mobility is from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. We 
can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their selfhood and robbed of their dignity by signs 
stating "For Whites Only". We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in 
New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied 
until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream. 

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of you have come 
fresh from narrow jail cells. Some of you have come from areas where your quest for freedom left you battered 
by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. You have been the veterans of 
creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that unearned suffering is redemptive. 

Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to South Carolina, go back to Georgia, go back to 
Louisiana, go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that somehow this situation can and 
will be changed. Let us not wallow in the valley of despair. 

I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a 
dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. 

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these 
truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal." 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave 
owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering 
with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the 
color of their skin but by the content of their character. 

I have a dream today. 

I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips 
dripping with the words of interposition and nullification; one day right there in Alabama, little black boys and 
black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. 

I have a dream today. 

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough 
places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be 
revealed, and all flesh shall see it together. 

This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith we will be able to hew out of 
the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our 
nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray 
together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be 
free one day. 

This will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with a new meaning, "My country, 'tis of 
thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrim's pride, from every 
mountainside, let freedom ring." 

And if America is to be a great nation this must become true. So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of 
New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the 
heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania! 



Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado! 

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California! 

But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia! 

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee! 

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring. 

And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from every village and every 
hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black 
men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the 
words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at last! free at last! thank God Almighty, we are free at last!" 



Seek ing  Just ice  and  Chang ing  the  Wor ld  

 
 
1.	  	  Whoever	  saves	  a	  single	  life	  is	  as	  if	  he	  has	  saved	  the	  entire	  world	  
Mishnah	  Sanhedrin	  4:5	  
	  
2.	  	  It	  is	  not	  your	  duty	  to	  finish	  the	  job,	  but	  neither	  are	  you	  free	  to	  desist	  from	  it.	  
Talmud	  
	  
3.	  	  There	  is	  no	  room	  for	  God	  in	  him	  who	  is	  full	  of	  himself	  
Baal	  Shem	  Tov	  
	  
4.	  	  If	  I	  am	  not	  for	  myself,	  who	  will	  be	  for	  me?	  	  If	  I	  am	  only	  for	  myself,	  what	  am	  I?	  	  And	  if	  not	  now,	  when?	  
Hillel	  
	  
5.	  	  And	  God	  said	  to	  Adam:	  "Look	  at	  My	  works!	  How	  beautiful	  and	  praiseworthy	  they	  are!	  And	  everything	  I	  
made,	  I	  created	  for	  you.	  Be	  careful	  though	  that	  you	  don't	  spoil	  or	  destroy	  My	  world	  -‐-‐	  because	  if	  you	  spoil	  
it,	  there	  is	  nobody	  after	  you	  to	  fix	  it.	  
Ecclesiastes	  Rabbah	  7:13	  
	  	  
6.	  	  Justice,	  justice	  shall	  you	  pursue.	  
Deuteronomy	  16:20	  
	  
7.	  	  You	  shall	  not	  wrong	  a	  stranger,	  nor	  oppress	  him;	  for	  you	  were	  strangers	  in	  the	  land	  of	  Egypt.	  
Exodus	  22:20	  
	  
8.	  	  Our	  greatest	  threat	  is	  not	  the	  atomic	  bomb.	  Our	  greatest	  threat	  is	  the	  callousness	  to	  the	  suffering	  of	  
man.	  
A.J.Heschel,	  The	  Insecurity	  of	  Freedom	  
	  
9.	  	  All	  Israel	  is	  responsible	  for	  one	  another.	  
	  
10.	  	  A	  single	  person	  (Adam)	  only	  was	  created	  first	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  peace	  in	  the	  human	  race	  that	  no	  one	  
might	  say	  to	  his	  fellow	  “my	  ancestor	  is	  greater	  than	  your	  ancestor.”	  
Mishnah	  Sanhedrin	  4:5	  
	  
11.	  	  What	  does	  God	  demand	  of	  you?	  	  Only	  this:	  	  do	  justly,	  love	  mercy,	  and	  walk	  humbly	  with	  your	  God.	  
Micah	  6:8	  
	  
12.	  	  What	  is	  hateful	  to	  you	  do	  not	  do	  to	  your	  neighbor.	  
Talmud,	  Shabbat	  31a	  
	  
13.	  	  Nation	  shall	  not	  lift	  up	  sword	  against	  nation,	  nor	  ever	  again	  shall	  they	  train	  for	  war.	  
Isaiah	  2:4	  
	  
14.Whoever	  has	  the	  capacity	  to	  protest	  to	  prevent	  his	  household	  from	  committing	  a	  crime	  and	  does	  not	  is	  
accountable.	  
Shabbat	  54b	   



SHARED DREAMS 
Martin Luther King, Jr. & The Jewish Community 

BY RABBI MARC SCHNEIER  PRESIDENT, THE FOUNDATION FOR ETHNIC UNDERSTANDING 
 

THE DANGERS OF SILENCE AND THE VIRTUES OF SACRIFICE 
 
The Civil Rights movement required people to stand up for a cause. Many people were hurt for standing 
up. But what would have happened if they had stayed quiet? 
 
1. Silence 
Many people have spoken out about the dangers of keeping quiet in the face of injustice. 
 
Review the following quotes: 
� “The world is in greater peril from those who tolerate evil than from those 

who actively commit it.” -- Albert Einstein, as quoted by King in 1965. 
 

� “I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in the stride towards  
  freedom is not the White Citizens Council or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who is more     
  devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers…the absence of tension to…the presence of justice…”  
  Dr. King’s 1963 Letter from Birmingham City Jail 

 
� “When I was the rabbi of the Jewish community in Berlin under the Hitler regime, I learned many things. The  
  most important thing that I learned…is that bigotry and hatred are not the most urgent problem. The  
  most urgent, the most disgraceful, the most shameful and the most tragic problem is silence.” 

--Rabbi Joachim Prinz, 1963. 
 
Q. About what current issues do you think people are too silent? 
 
2. Sacrifice 
Q. Think about the following situation: You worked all summer to save for your first semester of college. You 
put in long hours at a low paying job and sacrificed a lot of social activities. In September, the leaders of a 
cause you believe in approach you and need the money you earned. If you support them, you will have to miss 
your first semester of college. Remember, you believe strongly in this cause, but you have no other way of 
financing your education. Describe your decision-making process. 
 
Progress does not come cheap!! Many people paid huge prices to support the civil rights cause. 
 
Look at the following examples of sacrifice during the civil rights movement: 
 
� A Black dentist and air force veteran were beaten and almost set on fire. A year later shots were fired at his home with his wife and 
children in it. 
 
� Rabbi Jacob M. Rothschild spoke out publicly against growing racism in the South and as a result, his temple was bombed. 
 
� A Birmingham church was bombed and four young Black girls were killed. 
 
� Rabbi Benjamin Goldstein was fired for speaking out for civil rights. 
 
� Esther Brown was a Jewish woman who spoke out against the inferior education her Black housekeeper’s children were receiving. 
She was threatened, her own father-in-law insulted her, a cross was burned on her lawn, and her husband was fired from his job. 
 
 
 



Q. We talked about current issues that we think need more attention. What price would you pay to see 
progress? 

� a bad grade? 
� being yelled at or called names? 
� being rejected by your friends? 
� a suspension? 
� a job? 

� a beating? 
� jail? 
� pain to your family? 
� death? 
 

 
3. Speak Out Against All Injustice 
Dr. King understood that people who fight for their rights are only as honorable as their concern for the rights of 
all people. He said: 
	  
	  “All life is interrelated…a wrong against one is a wrong against all.” 
 
Dr. King also thought bigotry was dangerous in a practical way. He thought that separation of groups makes it 
easy for oppressors to take control. He said: 
 
“…injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. Injustice to any people is a threat to justice to all people…for what happens to 
them, happens to me – and to you; and we must be concerned.” 
 
“Every Negro leader is keenly aware, from direct and personal experience, that the segregationists and racists 
make no fine distinctions between the Negro and the Jew.” 
 
Dr. King spoke out against the Soviet Union’s treatment of Jews who were denied the right to practice their 
religion. 
 
Dr. King believed that “Israel’s right to exist as a state in security is incontestable. …When people criticize 
Zionism, they mean Jews… Anti-Semitism…has been and remains a blot on the soul of mankind…” 
 
 
Q1: Have you ever had to choose between your belief in fairness to all humankind and your loyalty to a specific 
group to which you belong? Did any members of the group turn against you?  
 
Imagine even a simple example: 
You are having lunch with friends and someone tells a racist joke. What happens next? 
 
Q2: Dr. King says that the prophets set an example of speaking the harshest truths to the closest kin. Have you 
ever had to confront somebody close to you about his/her behavior? 


