A Jewish Call to Action: Ending Mass Incarceration and Criminalization
The National Jewish Network on Criminal Justice Reform

We, as American Jews, believe in a United States that lives up to its ideals of justice, equity, and dignity
for all. We remain committed to actualizing those ideals, which are at the very core of Judaism. We are
proud of the American Jewish community’s history of fighting for civil rights and an end to racism, but the
work is unfinished.

The suffering of millions at the hands of our unjust criminal legal system is one of the most pressing civil
rights crises of our time. The United States has become the leading incarcerator in the world and our
criminal justice system disproportionately targets and impacts people of color — Black people are five
times as likely as whites to be incarcerated. Our punitive system ensnares and disenfranchises many
individuals for their entire lives, compounding racial disparities and challenging our country’s identity as a
multiracial democracy. Mass incarceration harms individuals, the social fabric of communities, and the
well-being of democratic society at large.

As American Jews, we are called to action at this critical juncture in American history to confront mass
incarceration and mass criminalization. Our Jewish commitments to empathy, mercy, and restorative
justice demand that we join in solidarity with our most impacted neighbors to transform our criminal justice
system, end systemic racism, and ensure universal access to a life lived in dignity.

We must build upon our legacy by ending today’s injustices, including racial injustice, not just in principle
but in action.

We must address the systemic racism and racial disparities that manifest in rates of incarceration and all
aspects of our criminal justice system.

We must reorient our society toward a preventive, rehabilitative, and restorative justice approach to public
safety that respects and protects the humanity of all people.

We must stop criminalizing race, poverty, mental iliness, and substance abuse.

We must make our communities safer and more equitable by investing in non-carceral programs and
social services, including education, housing, employment, health care, and other public benefits.

We believe that reimagining public safety is essential to creating a just society.
Our Advocacy is Based on Jewish Values

We are guided by our Jewish values and history to center the ethic of restorative justice in matters of
wrongdoing and its response, as well as in the governance of a society more broadly. Our Jewish
advocacy to advance criminal justice reform is built upon the following principles:

e Teshuva: Return, Repentance, and Restorative Justice: Teshuva is the process of redemption
by which a person who has committed a wrong returns to the path of righteousness. This process
guides us to seek the best solution for everyone involved through the restoration of the individual,
meaningful reparation for wrongdoing, and the return of the individual to the community, itself
made stronger in the process.

e B’tzelem Elohim: Everyone is made in the Divine image (Genesis 1:26—-27): Approaches to
justice must reflect the Biblical principle that each of us emerged from a common root and a
common creator.



e Destroying a life destroys a world: “When we destroy one person, we destroy an entire
universe” (Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5): Destroying even a single life through the overly punitive
criminal justice system as it exists today diminishes a spark of the Divine in our world, and it
diminishes the humanity both of those who administer punishment and those who stand idly by.
Punishment that destroys life, either literally or through the degradation of human dignity,
destroys not just one world, but the worlds of all those whose lives they touched. No human being
is disposable.

e Tzedek Tzedek Tirdof: “Justice, justice you shall pursue” (Deuteronomy 16:20): The term
“justice” (tzedek) is repeated to remind us to pursue justice in a just manner. True “justice” cannot
be achieved without compassion, mercy, and empathy.

e Hesed: Balancing justice with kindness: (Micah 6:8): Generosity of spirit or empathic kindness
guides our pursuit of justice. Rather than impose long sentences, and even death penalties, we
must remember that walking humbly and ensuring that every human is treated with compassion
undergirds our call, as Jews, for justice.

e V’ahavta L’re’echa Kamocha: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18): Our
society must be built on fairness, justice, love, and respect for not just ourselves but for all
people. All aspects of our society and criminal justice system should be based on human dignity.

e Shtika K’hod’a’ah Dami: “Silence is akin to complicity” (Talmud Yevamot 87b): Silence in the
face of injustice is an active choice—a tacit consent. Allowing injustice to continue unchallenged
is, in essence, committing an injustice as well.

We cannot be silent as these values we hold dear are threatened by the inhumanity of mass incarceration
and criminalization. As a Jewish community, we must act in accordance with our history, teachings, and
traditions to transform our criminal justice systems. Now is the time to act!
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. Susan Abravanel, President, Susan Abravanel Consulting LLC, DC

. Leslie Anderson, Executive Director, JCRC of Atlanta, GA

. Patrice Arent, Former Member, Utah Senate & House, UT

. Rabbi Nicole Auerbach, Rabbi & Director of Congregational Engagement, Central Synagogue, NY
. Rabbi Robert Barr, Founding Rabbi, Congregation Beth Adam, OH

. Marlene Beckman, Advocate, MD

. David Bohm, Chair Elect, Jewish Council for Public Affairs
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. Harvey Epstein, Assembly Member, New York State, NY
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17. Brian J. Feldman, State Senator, D-15, Maryland General Assembly, MD
18. Paul Fishman, Partner at Arnold&Porter, Former United States Attorney for the District of New Jersey,
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20. Lisa Foster, Co-Director, Fines & Fees Justice Center
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26. Elizabeth Gaynes, President/CEO, Osborne Association, NY
27. Tammy Gilden, Associate Director, Policy, Advocacy, and Communications, Jewish Council for Public
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28. Lee Jason Goldberg, Ending Mass Incarceration Team Co-Chair, Congregation Beit Simchat Torah, NY
29. David Goldberg, Attorney, Donahue, Goldberg, Weaver & Littleton, NY

30. Roger Goodman, Representative, Washington State Legislature, WA

31. Melanie Roth Gorelick, Senior Vice President, Jewish Council for Public Affairs

32. Michael Gottlieb, State Representative, District 98, Florida, State of Florida, State Representative, FL
33. Rabbi Hilly Haber, Rabbi, Central Synagogue, NY

34. Scott Hechinger, Founder & Director, Zealous

35. Adam Hellegers, Co-General Counsel, L&M Development Partners

36. Jessica Henry, Professor, Montclair State University, NJ

37. Shelly Hettleman, Senator, Maryland State Senate, MD

38. Rabbi David Ingber, Founder and Senior Rabbi, Romemu, NY

39. Rabbi Jill Jacobs, Executive Director, T'ruah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights

40. Tarece Johnson, Board Member, JCRC Atlanta, GA

41. Cheryl Kagan, Maryland State Senator, MD State Senate, MD

42. Anne Kaiser, Delegate, Maryland House of Delegates, MD

43. Rabbi Lewis Kamrass, Rabbi, Isaac M. Wise Temple, OH
44. Zachary Katznelson, Policy Director, Independent Commission on New York City Criminal Justice and
Incarceration Reform, NY

45. Kay Khan, State Representative, Massachusetts House of Representatives, MA

46. Professor Kimora, Professor, John Jay College of Criminal Justice, NY

47. Marc Korman, Delegate, Maryland House of Delegates, MD

48. Bob Lankin, Activist to End Mass Incarceration, Beth Sholom Men’s Club Elkins Park, PA
49. Ariel Levinson-Waldman, Founding President and Director-Counsel, Tzedek DC, DC

50. Karen Levit, National Civil Rights Counsel, The Anti-Defamation League

51. Rabbi Michael Lezak, Rabbi, GLIDE, CA

52. Rabbi Lydia Medwin, Rabbi, The Temple, GA

53. Ruth Messinger, Social Justice Consultant
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55. Debbie Mukamal, Executive Director, Stanford Criminal Justice Center

56. Sylvie Naar, Professor, Florida State University, FL

57. Matt Nosanchuk, President, New York Jewish Agenda, NY
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Jonah Pesner, Director, Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism

Rori Picker Neiss, Executive Director, Jewish Community Relations Council of St Louis, MO
Harold Pollack, Professor, University of Chicago, IL

Jonathan Rapping, President, Gideon's Promise

Becca Rausch, Senator, Massachusetts State Senate, MA

Harvey Reiter, Board Member, JCRC of Greater Washington, Advisory Board Member, Tzedek DC, DC
Kirill Reznik, State Delegate, Maryland General Assembly, MD

Krissy Roth, Policing Reform and Death Penalty Abolition Advocate

Cindy Rowe, Executive Director, Jewish Alliance for Law and Social Action, MA

llana Rubel, Representative, Idaho State Legislature, ID

Yolanda Savage-Narva, Director, Racial Equity, Diversity and Inclusion, Union for Reform Judaism
Barry Scheck, Co-founder, The Innocence Project

Jill Schupp, Missouri State Senator, District 24, Missouri State Senate, MO

Tana Senn, Representative, Washington State Legislature, WA

Corey Shapiro, Legal Director, ACLU of Kentucky, KY

Rabbi Alexandria Shuval-Weiner, Rabbi, Temple Beth Tikvah, GA

Alex Slabosky, Advocate, IN

Emily Slosberg, State Representative for District 91, Florida House of Representatives, FL
Jared Solomon, Maryland State Delegate, House of Delegates, MD

Robin Steinberg, Founder and CEO, The Bail Project

Elizabeth Steiner Hayward, Senator, Oregon State Legislature, OR

Lisa Subeck, Representative, Wisconsin State Assembly, WI

Faye Taxman, University Professor, George Mason University, VA

Bruce Turnbull, Co-Chair, Criminal Justice Initiative, Jewish Council for Public Affairs
Susan Turnbull, Former Chair, Jewish Council for Public Affairs, MD

Joyce Vance, Distinguished Professor of the Practice of Law, University of Alabama School of Law, AL
Jeff Waldstreicher, Senator, Maryland State Senate, MD

Barbara Weinstein, Director, Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism

Joanna Weiss, Co-Director, Fines and Fees Justice Center

Elena Weissmann, Bail Reform Advocate

Lisa Wellman, Senator, Washington State Senate, WA

David Weprin, Assembly Member, New York State Assembly, NY

Jeffrey M. Wice, Executive Director, National Association of Jewish Legislators

Rabbi Dr. Shmuly Yanklowitz, Director, Valley Beit Midrash, AZ



