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Introduction 
 
Participation in National Refugee Shabbat can be as multifaceted as you would like.  
 
Whether you signed up to participate on behalf of your congregation or as an individual hosting an 
event in your home, there are a number of options for how your National Refugee Shabbat can take 
shape: 
 
For congregations, you might consider including a liturgical reading on the theme of the refugee crisis in 
Shabbat services and/or dedicating a sermon or text study to the topic. If you have a relationship with a 
refugee or refugee agency professional in your local community, consider inviting that person to speak 
during services. In addition, you might plan a Shabbat dinner program after Friday evening services or a 
Shabbat lunch program after Saturday morning services. If you are bringing in food for your 
programming and it is within your community’s practice of kashrut, consider looking into whether there 
is a local refugee-owned and/or refugee-operated catering business that might be able to provide the 
food. 
 
For those in major metropolitan areas with many congregations working on refugee issues together, 
we recommend considering coming together for Havdalah and a post-Havdalah program, which will 
allow you to partner with one another on a larger program and explore programming options with 
which you might not feel comfortable on Shabbat (e.g., writing, video). In preparation for the 2018 
midterm elections, consider inviting local candidates to attend any event you plan as part of the 
Shabbat. 
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For individuals and congregations alike, in this document, you will find several useful resources for 
building out your participation in HIAS National Refugee Shabbat: 

• a liturgical reading to include in Shabbat services or to read at a gathering in your home 

• sermon talking points  

• a text study to use during Torah study, Shabbat services, or as a stand-alone post-services 
program  

• a list of musical compositions from Jewish and contemporary refugees to either include in 
Shabbat services or to use as part of a chamber music concert 

• several outlines for suggested programs: 
o an introduction to the global refugee crisis through a Jewish lens (HIAS’ Do-It-Yourself 

(DIY) General Educational Program) 
o a conversational guide for the movie Human Flow 
o a workshop on having difficult conversations about refugees with family and friends 
o an advocacy program that will guide you through creating a public narrative (personal 

and communal story-telling that can be used in in-district meetings) 
o resources for students in grades 1-4 and 5-9 

 
We encourage you to think through which of these options would be the most appealing to you and/or 
your community.  

 
 
Publicity and Social Media 

 
HIAS National Refugee Shabbat is an opportunity for the Jewish community to communicate our strong, 
shared support for refugees and asylum seekers in our country and abroad. HIAS headquarters will be 
working to tell the story of the Jewish community’s participation in National Refugee Shabbat, and we 
hope that you will do so too by contacting local media about your programming, inviting local elected 
officials to attend and/or speak at your programs, and/or writing op-eds about your participation for 
local news outlets. HIAS can help you write an op-ed; contact us for additional support. 
 
Additionally, and importantly, if your community is developing a strategy around the 2018 midterm 
elections, participating in National Refugee Shabbat is a way to show candidates who are running for 
office that you care about this issue. Consider inviting candidates into conversation to educate them 
about refugee issues and ask for their commitment to support refugees, if elected. Given the proximity 
of National Refugee Shabbat to the midterms, you might also consider using this time as a culmination 
and celebration of the work you have done to move candidates toward prioritizing support for refugees 
in their platforms. 
 
Please also consider writing about your participation on social media and in your community’s 
newsletter or bulletin. Suggested language and logos for this can be found here. 
 

 
 
 
 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1oDReXd_x1l5ugWQlk8HNQdcGWAiiMgWqjCPD91pxloI/edit?usp=sharing
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Liturgical Reading – Aleinu: It Is On Us1 
 
Based on the Aleinu prayer, which literally means “it is upon us,” this liturgical reading can be used 
during Shabbat services as an introduction to the Aleinu or as an inspirational reading to open a program 
at your synagogue or a gathering in your home. 
 
Click here to download this reading as a formatted handout. 
 
Aleinu: it was on us. 
It was on us from the moment our ancestors were first forced to leave home, 
charged with transforming their wandering into a blessing for all people. 
It has been on us since that wandering became encoded in our DNA, 
from Avram Ha’Ivri, Abram the one who crossed over,  
to Ha’Ivrim, the Jewish people,  
all of us inheriting the legacy of centuries of crossing from one home to another. 
As our people became a refugee people,  
we took on the sacred responsibility to see our story as bound up with the stories of all who continue to 
wander.  
Aleinu: it was on us. 
 
Aleinu: it is on us. 
“Love [the stranger] as you would love yourself,  
for you were strangers in the Land of Egypt,” God said. 
To advocate for a world in which the 68 million people who flee for their lives  
can find protection and a place to call home –  
To stand with those who leave nightmarish situations only to undertake nightmarish journeys  
so that they may exercise their legal right to find protection in these United States –  
To cry out for the families who are separated from one another,  
detained without an end in sight,  
babies calling for parents who may never see them again –  
To speak up when those in power shut the doors of our country to victims of violence and persecution –  
To stay outraged from a place of love rather than hate,  
from a place of welcome rather than exclusion –  
These, too, are our obligations without measure. 
Aleinu: it is on us. 
 
We know the cost of making any other choice,  
of demurring from the holy task of transforming our wandering into blessing. 
As we bow and bend to the Source of Freedom, 
with visions of a repaired world in our minds  
and the commitment to fulfill these visions on our tongues and at our fingertips –  
Aleinu: it will always be on us to remember that there is no us and there is no them,  
there are only God’s children,  
each deserving of blessings of liberty and justice. 
 
Original text by Rabbi Rachel Grant Meyer, HIAS Education Director 

                                                           
1 With thanks to HIAS Welcome Campaign community, Lab/Shul, for inspiring this framing of the Aleinu. 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/liturgical_reading_aleinu_-_it_is_on_us_-_hias_national_refugee_shabbat_2018.pdf
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Sermon Talking Points 
 
Click here to download sermon talking points for National Refugee Shabbat. 

 
 
Text Study 
 

Items Needed 
 

• Handout – Source Sheet (1 copy per participant) 
 

Framing  
 
This text study looks at the first verses of Parshat Lech Lecha and explores what it means that Avram is 
called Avram Ha’Ivri – Avram, the one who crosses over – as well as what it means for the Jewish people 
to be called Ha’Ivrim – the ones who cross over. Participants will be able to reflect on what these names 
mean for the Jewish people today, both as a people with historic refugee experience and as a people 
who now are not predominately refugees. 
 

Instructions 
 
NOTE: The framing and flow below are simply suggestions; you may wish to lead this text study using 
your own framing and flow with the source sheet as a resource.  
 
Start by sharing the following framing with participants: 
 
“Parshat Lech Lecha tells the story of God telling Avram to leave his home and journey towards a land 
that God will show him. God promises Avram that, through his travels, a great nation will come from 
him, he will be blessed, and God will make his name great. As Avram heads south from his home, famine 
forces him to detour to Egypt. While Avram would not technically be considered a refugee by modern 
definitions, as someone who is forced to leave home not of his own volition and as a stranger in a 
strange land, he does still experience many of the same challenges that today’s refugees experience. 
 
As Rabbi Neil Kominsky writes in his commentary on the portion, in Parshat Lech Lecha, Avram – who 
becomes Avraham in this portion – “set[s] a pattern for much of subsequent Jewish history . . . in 
countries all around the modern world [where] Jews have lived as immigrants, an identifiable minority 
within a different host culture.”2 Indeed, this parsha is the first time we hear Avram described as “Avram 
Ha’Ivri” – Avram, the one who crosses over. The Jewish people will come to be referred to collectively as 
“Ha’Ivrim” – the ones who cross over. 
 
Today, we are going to explore what this name has meant and could mean for us, both as a people with 
historic refugee experience and as a people who now are not predominately refugees.” 
 

                                                           
2 From Rabbi Neil Kominsky, Our Immigrant Ancestor, http://www.truah.org/resources/our-immigrant-ancestor/. 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/sermon_talking_points_-_hias_national_refugee_shabbat_2018.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/source_sheet_text_study_the_ones_who_cross_over_-_hias_national_refugee_shabbat.pdf
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Next, hand out the Source Sheet, invite participants to find a chevruta (study partner) and work their 
way through the texts and accompanying discussion questions. 
 
The text study is designed to yield about 20-25 minutes of discussion in chevruta. Walk around and 
observe participants’ conversations; when discussion begins to wane, bring the group back together and 
say: 
 
“Thank you for diving into these texts. I hope that your conversations shed new light on our communal 
identity and obligations.  
 
As we conclude our conversations today, I want to invite everyone to share one way in which you 
commit to continuing to embody being part of a people who crosses over vis-à-vis the contemporary 
refugee crisis – one way in which you might cross the proverbial aisle and talk to someone with whom 
you disagree, or one way in which you will commit to taking action for refugees as part of a people who 
has been in the place of being forced to leave home and cross over to a new place.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/source_sheet_text_study_the_ones_who_cross_over_-_hias_national_refugee_shabbat.pdf
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Refugee Music 
 

Background 
 
Throughout history, refugee artists have made enormous contributions to art around the world, 
including as musicians and composers. 
 
Over National Refugee Shabbat, consider including liturgical compositions by Jewish refugees in your 
Shabbat services. 
 
Alternatively, you might host a chamber music concert featuring pieces composed by refugees on 
Shabbat afternoon (if it is in keeping with your community’s Shabbat practice) or as a post-Havdalah 
evening program. In between the musical pieces, invite community members to share biographical 
information about the composers to enrich participants’ understanding of the contributions refugees 
have made over the centuries. After the concert, you might provide attendees with materials to write a 
post-card to their representatives advocating for refugees (see “HIAS Do-It Yourself (DIY) General 
Educational Program” section of this guide on page 11 for directions). Consider preceding the concert 
with a meal catered by a local refugee-run catering company, if there is one in your community. 
 
Below you will find suggestions of composers with links to their compositions to help you put together 
the musical program for such a concert, as well as the composers’ biographical information. If your 
community is served by a Cantor or employs a musical director, you can certainly work with him/her to 
put together a musical program for the concert based on his/her expertise and/or with selections from 
the suggestions below. Otherwise, you might hire a quartet or put together a quartet with musicians 
from your community, provide them with the names of the musicians below, and ask them to put 
together a musical program. 
 

Jewish Liturgical Composers 

Include the music of these composers in Shabbat services. It is quite possible that you already use many 
of their settings, with which congregants may even be quite familiar. Consider highlighting any settings 
you do use over National Refugee Shabbat and offering some words of introduction, including the 
composers’ biographic information and a brief explanation of why it is important to highlight their 
contributions as refugees on this particular Shabbat. 

Samuel Adler: “[Samuel] Adler was born in Mannheim, Germany, in the last years . . . of the Weimar 
Republic. His father, Hugo Chaim Adler, was a highly respected cantor at Mannheim’s chief Liberale 
synagogue, where the orientation was the mainstream German-Jewish synthesis of tradition and 
modernity – most closely approximating the American Conservative movement’s path in many respects. 
Chaim Adler was also an active liturgical composer. Within a year after the nationally orchestrated 
pogrom known as Reichskristallnacht, in 1938, and the realization of doom for German Jewry’s future, 
the family immigrated to America, where the elder Adler obtained a position as a cantor in Worcester, 
Massachusetts. There the young Samuel Adler (originally Hans) displayed his musical talents at an early 
age. He became his father’s choir director when he was only thirteen and remained at that post until he 
began his university studies. . . . 
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Adler’s catalogue comprises more than 400 works in nearly all media, including six symphonies, twelve 
concerti, eight string quartets, five operas, many shorter orchestral works, pieces for wind ensembles 
and concert bands, other chamber music, and dozens of choral settings and songs – all in addition to his 
liturgical music. . . .  

He is the recipient of many awards and prizes, including the Charles Ives Award, the Lillian Fairchild 
Award, a Guggenheim Fellowship, a MacDowell Fellowship for five seasons, the Distinguished Alumni 
Award from Boston University, and Eastman’s Eisenhart Award for distinguished teaching. In 2001, he 
was elected to membership in the American Academy of Arts and Letters. He has also conducted major 
orchestras across North America, Europe, the Far East, and Israel.”3 

• Jewish liturgical music composed by Samuel Adler 
 

Israel Alter: “Israel Alter was one of the great virtuoso cantors of his generation and one of the most 
erudite exponents of artistic hazzanut on a classical level. Born in Lemberg (L’vov, then in Galicia, part of 
the Hapsburg or Austro-Hungarian Empire; now L’viv, in Ukraine), he served as hazzan of the Kluge 
Tempel in Vienna for a number of years and then accepted an appointment as Oberkantor of the 
principal orthodox synagogue in Hannover. After the assumption of power by the National Socialists, he 
emigrated to South Africa, where he held a major cantorial post until his immigration to the United 
States in the 1960s. . . . In New York, Cantor Alter taught at the newly established School of Sacred 
Music of the Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute of Religion. . . .  
 
Alter was particularly interested in the matter of word repetition in cantorial delivery – a subject that 
still generates debate – to which he devoted much thought in fashioning his compositions and in his 
own improvisatory singing from the pulpit. Opposed to superficial showmanship or any aspect of 
cantorial rendition that did not serve both the act of prayer and the meaning of the liturgy, he also 
rejected . . . prohibitions against word repetition on . . . religious grounds. . . .  
 
In his later years he became revered for his knowledge of cantorial history and its stylistic and 
interpretive traditions.”4 
 

• Jewish liturgical music composed by Israel Alter 
 

Chamber Music Composers 
 
Béla Bartók: “Through his far-reaching endeavors as composer, performer, educator, and 
ethnomusicolgist, Béla Bartók emerged as one of the most forceful and influential musical personalities 
of the twentieth century. Born in Nagyszentmiklós, Hungary (now Romania), on March 25, 
1881, Bartók began his musical training with piano studies at the age of five, foreshadowing his lifelong 
affinity for the instrument. Following his graduation from the Royal Academy of Music in 1901 and the 
composition of his first mature works – most notably, the symphonic poem Kossuth (1903) – 
Bartók embarked on one of the classic field studies in the history of ethnomusicology. With fellow 
countryman and composer Zoltán Kodály, he traveled throughout Hungary and neighboring countries, 
collecting thousands of authentic folk songs. Bartók's immersion in this music lasted for decades, and 

                                                           
3 From https://www.milkenarchive.org/artists/view/samuel-adler/. 
4 From https://www.milkenarchive.org/artists/view/israel-alter/.  

https://www.milkenarchive.org/artists/view/samuel-adler/
https://www.transcontinentalmusic.com/ProductListing.aspx?Composer=Israel%20Alter&page=0&sort=9
https://www.milkenarchive.org/artists/view/samuel-adler/
https://www.milkenarchive.org/artists/view/israel-alter/
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the intricacies he discovered therein, from plangent modality to fiercely aggressive rhythms, exerted a 
potent influence on his own musical language. 
 
In addition to his compositional activities and folk music research, Bartók's career unfolded amid a 
bustling schedule of teaching and performing. The great success he enjoyed as a concert artist in the 
1920s was offset somewhat by difficulties that arose from the tenuous political atmosphere in Hungary, 
a situation exacerbated by the composer's frank manner. As the specter of fascism in Europe in the 
1930s grew ever more sinister, he refused to play in Germany and banned radio broadcasts of his music 
there and in Italy. A concert in Budapest on October 8, 1940, was the composer's farewell to the country 
which had provided him so much inspiration and yet caused him so much grief. Days later, Bartók and 
his wife set sail for America. . . .  
 
From its roots in the music he performed as a pianist – Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, Brahms – Bartók's 
own style evolved through several stages into one of the most distinctive and influential musical idioms 
of the first half of the twentieth century. The complete assimilation of elements from varied sources –  
the Classical masters, contemporaries like Debussy, folk songs – is one of the signal traits of Bartók's 
music. . . .  
 
If a single example from Bartók's catalogue can be regarded as representative, it is certainly the piano 
collection Mikrokosmos (1926-1939), originally intended as a progressive keyboard primer for the 
composer's son, Peter. These six volumes, comprising 153 pieces, remain valuable not only as a 
pedagogical tool but as an exhaustive glossary of the techniques – melodic, harmonic, rhythmic, formal 
– that provided a vessel for Bartók's extraordinary musical personality.”5 
 

• List of works composed by Bela Bartok 
 
Tania Leon: “Though she grew up poor in Havana, Tania León’s entire family supported her remarkable 
musical talent. Her grandmother insisted she be admitted to the music conservatory at age four, before 
she could even read. Her grandfather purchased a piano for the household when León was five. An avid 
reader, her grandmother often spoke to her about artists – Marian Anderson, Josephine Baker, Paul 
Robeson, Leonard Bernstein – many of whom Tania later got to work with. When she was nine years old, 
León’s teacher casually planted the seed of her becoming an international pianist. While performing in 
France, he sent her a postcard of the Eiffel Tower. ‘It had such an impact; I kept saying to my family that 
one day I would live in Paris,’ says León. Before leaving Cuba, she earned a BA and MA from Carlos 
Alfredo Peyrellade Conservatory, and simultaneously, earned her CPA from the school of commerce – in 
case her dream of being a musician never materialized. . . .  
 
If she had not bravely come to the US on a 1967 “Freedom Flight” from Cuba, she would not have gifted 
New York City and the country with her talents and influence, inspiring generations of artists. . . .  
 
Arriving first in Miami, she knew the city could not offer the opportunities needed to launch a music 
career. She explained her predicament to a church sponsor. Three days later she had a one-way ticket to 
New York City, which she has called home ever since. . . .  
 
A chance meeting with Arthur Mitchell, the New York City Ballet’s first African American principal 
dancer, changed the course of her life. She had agreed to sub as a ballet accompanist, and during a 

                                                           
5 From https://www.allmusic.com/artist/b%C3%A9la-bart%C3%B3k-mn0000534880/biography.  

http://www.boosey.com/cr/catalogue/ps/powersearch_results?composerid=2694
https://www.allmusic.com/artist/b%C3%A9la-bart%C3%B3k-mn0000534880/biography
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break, she met Mitchell when he heard her playing. . . . Eventually, he asked if she’d like to help with his 
new project, Dance Theatre of Harlem. Motivated by the assassination of King, Mitchell had the idea of 
using art, specifically dance, to affect social change. León became the organization’s first music director. 
Eventually, Mitchell inspired León to create her first composition, Tones, which she dedicated to her 
grandmother. . . .  
 
Today, León is an inspiration to young composers, a cultural activist, and a champion for contemporary 
music. She has been a professor at Brooklyn College since 1985 and is a City University of New York 
(CUNY) distinguished professor since 2010. As a professor, she sees her role as supportive: teaching 
students to believe in themselves and helping them to bring out their best compositions.” 
 

• List of works composed by Tania Leon 

• Short list of chamber works composed by Tania Leon  
 
Darius Milhaud: “One of the more prolific composers of the twentieth century, Darius Milhaud was born 
to a Jewish family in southern France during the last decade of the nineteenth century. He learned the 
violin as a youth. Studies at the Paris Conservatoire from age 17 on gave the young composer 
opportunity to work with some of the most prominent French composers and theorists of the day, 
including Charles Marie Widor, Vincent d'Indy and André Gedalge, and allowed him to focus on 
developing his skills as a pianist. 
 
While serving as an attaché at the French delegation in Rio de Janeiro during the First World 
War, Milhaud began a long and fruitful association with poet Paul Claudel (who was at that time a 
Minister at the delegation), several of whose plays Milhaud would go on to provide with incidental 
music (Proteé, 1919; L'annonce fait à Marie, 1934) and who, in turn, would supply libretti for many 
of Milhaud's compositions (e.g. the opera Christophe Colomb of 1928). . . .  
 
Milhaud composed, performed, and taught ceaselessly during the 1920s and 1930s, only abandoning his 
homeland in late 1939 after all hope of resisting the German advance vanished. Settling in the United 
States, Milhaud accepted a teaching position with Mills College in Oakland, California, and continued to 
compose prolifically. From 1947 he combined his American teaching duties with a similar position at the 
Paris Conservatoire, remaining at both institutions until 1971, when his poor health forced him into 
retirement. . . . He died in Switzerland three years later. 
 
Milhaud's musical output is impressive, both in terms of quantity and quality. The numbers alone are 
staggering for a twentieth century composer: nine operas, 12 ballets, 12 symphonies (in addition to six 
chamber symphonies), six piano concertos (one of them a double concerto), 18 string quartets, and 
about 400 other compositions in almost every conceivable form and instrumentation. The most 
frequently discussed feature of his musical language is polytonality (the simultaneous use of multiple 
tonal centers), though Milhaud was familiar with and fluent in any number of twentieth century 
techniques.”6 
 

• List of chamber works composed by Darius Milhaud 
 
Ruth Schonthal: “Ruth Schonthal was born in Hamburg. . . . She began her musical studies at the age of 
five at the Stern Conservatory in Berlin. . . . Shortly after the elections of 1932–33 led to the National 

                                                           
6 From https://www.allmusic.com/artist/darius-milhaud-mn0001175393/biography.  

http://www.tanialeon.com/composer.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tania_Le%C3%B3n#Chamber_works
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_compositions_by_Darius_Milhaud#Chamber_and_instrumental
https://www.allmusic.com/artist/darius-milhaud-mn0001175393/biography
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Socialist regime, however, Jews were no longer permitted to attend such institutions, and she was 
expelled as a [Jew] in 1935. As the persecution increased, her family emigrated and sought refuge in 
Stockholm, where she continued her studies at the Royal Academy of Music. . . . In 1940 her first piano 
sonatina was published. But when safety for Jews in Sweden began to appear less secure, she and her 
family left and became refugees once again – this time in Mexico City (to which they had to travel via 
the Soviet Union) in 1941. . . . At the age of nineteen she was the soloist in the premiere of her own 
piano concerto (Concerto romantico) at the Palacio de Bellas Artes. When the great émigré composer 
Paul Hindemith (also a refugee from the Third Reich) came to Mexico City on a concert tour, he had 
occasion to meet Schonthal and hear some of her piano works. He offered her admission and a 
scholarship at Yale, where he had been on the faculty since 1940 – an offer she quickly accepted, 
graduating in 1948. . . .  
 
More romanticist than modernist, yet fully conversant with 20th-century developments, Schonthal 
pretty much resisted the sway of both the European and American avant-garde forces. But some of 
those influences are still to be found within her synthesized aesthetic, which includes many elements of 
the aggregate European musical tradition, Mexican folk music, aleatoric aspects, and even occasional 
nods to more recent so-called minimalism. . . .  
 
In 1996 Schonthal was invited to compose a piece about the Berlin Wall and its dismantling. In one 
section she incorporated the infamous Horst Wessel song, the official anthem of the Nazi party from 
1931 on (banned by law in postwar Germany to this day), whose lyrics she still remembers hearing as a 
child from her family’s balcony as the storm troopers marched through the streets. . . . Schonthal built 
what she calls a ‘gruesome parody’ around the song. 
 
‘For me,’ Schonthal has said, ‘the contrasting elements – the beautiful-ugly, tension-release, good-evil – 
are opposite ends of one and the same thing. They have a magnetic attraction towards each other; they 
are never static. I deliberately combine the good old with the good new, because of my background and 
because I believe that every revolution throws out the baby with the bathwater. I am not religious—on 
the contrary—but I believe in a spirit of devotion.’”7 
 

• Selected works composed by Ruth Schonthal 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
7 From https://www.milkenarchive.org/artists/view/ruth-schonthal/.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ruth_Sch%C3%B6nthal#Selected_works
https://www.milkenarchive.org/artists/view/ruth-schonthal/
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HIAS’ Do-It-Yourself (DIY) General Educational Program 
 
Throughout the year, HIAS offers a 3-module DIY Educational Program, which includes an introduction 
to the global refugee crisis, the opportunity for participants to share their own stories and connections 
to this critical social justice issue, a Jewish text and values component, and advocacy activities to move 
participants to action. The program comes complete with a detailed facilitator’s guide and all relevant 
handouts so that it can be meaningfully implemented by professional staff or lay leaders in any 
congregation and community. 
 
Click here to download the facilitator’s guide, as well the handouts, which are linked within the guide. 
 
If you move fairly quickly from one activity to the next, the program can be accomplished in one two-
hour block. Leaving more time for questions and discussion, it will take two-and-a-half hours.  
 
For a shorter program, you might also consider using one module as a stand-alone program – such as 
the text study or the letter writing/phone banking advocacy module. For the most up-to-date talking 
points for this module, please email Rabbi Rachel Grant Meyer at rachel.grant.meyer@hias.org 1-2 
weeks prior to October 19th.  
 
The program can be modified to be Shabbat-friendly by simply removing the two short videos suggested 
and eliminating the advocacy component, which invites participants to write letters or make phone calls 
to their elected representatives and to create social media posts. Further direction are included in the 
facilitator’s guide. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_facilitator_guide_for_national_refugee_shabbat_0.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_facilitator_guide_for_national_refugee_shabbat_0.pdf
mailto:rachel.grant.meyer@hias.org


12 
 

Conversation Guide: Human Flow 
 

Items Needed 
 

• A/V equipment to project the film Human Flow 

• Access to Human Flow (visit www.humanflow.com/watch-at-home/ to determine the best way 
to access the film to show to your community) 

• Google Slides presentation with family history conversation prompts OR butcher paper with 
these prompts written out 

 

Framing 
 
Human Flow, a documentary by internationally renowned artist, Ai Weiwei, takes place in 23 countries 
over the course of a year to visually document the staggering scale of the current global refugee crisis8. 
This program allows participants to make connections between their own family history and the current 
refugee crisis, as well as gain insight into that crisis through viewing the film and discussing the 
questions it raises for our own action on this issue.  
 

Instructions 
 
Welcome participants to the program. 
 
Say to the group:  
 
“This morning/afternoon/evening, we have the opportunity to view the film Human Flow, which takes 
place in 23 countries over the course of a year to visually document the staggering scale of the current 
global refugee crisis. Today, with more than 68 million people displaced from their homes, we find 
ourselves in the midst of the greatest human displacement in recorded history. Before we watch the 
film/an excerpt from the film, let’s take a moment to share our own connections to this issue. Please 
find a partner and take five minutes to share each other’s family migration stories with one another 
using the questions on the paper at the front of the room/on the screen.” 
 
Project these conversation prompts using the Google Slides presentation or write them on a large piece 
of butcher paper to hang in the front of the room: 
 

• How did your family come to the United States? 

• Did your family’s migration story shape your family’s identity in any way? Were stories of other 
family members’ migration – like grandparents or great-grandparents – passed down to you? If 
so, how? 

 
After five minutes, bring the group back together and say:  
 
“As you can deduce from the buzz of our conversation, migration stories are deeply a part of Jewish 
experience. On this particular Shabbat, when we read Parshat Lech Lecha, in which Avram crosses over 
from Haran to Canaan and his crossing (v’ya’avor) becomes emblazoned on the Jewish people’s 

                                                           
8 https://www.humanflow.com/synopsis/ 

http://www.humanflow.com/watch-at-home/
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1ROM9xnYdnjttYQt6IliMmgAPIpGwNJcEQS606SKu3f0/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1ROM9xnYdnjttYQt6IliMmgAPIpGwNJcEQS606SKu3f0/edit?usp=sharing
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(Ha’Ivrim) identity, we are aware of how central the experience of crossing borders in search of safety 
has been throughout Jewish history. In fact, this is the first time in our communal history when Jews are 
not predominately refugees and are, therefore, uniquely positioned to take action for today’s refugees. 
In order to help expand our understanding of just what it means to say that we are in the midst of this 
crisis, we are now going to watch [a piece of] Human Flow.” 
 
Now, show the film. Human Flow has a run-time of 2 hours and 20 minutes. If you would like to show 
the entire film, consider doing a 2-part screening: one screening a week or two before National Refugee 
Shabbat, preceded by the family story sharing, and a second on National Refugee Shabbat, followed by a 
guided discussion. The best way to break up the film is to show from 00:00:00 – 01:02:00 and from 
01:02:00 until the end (02:20:46).  
 
Alternatively, you could consider just showing one half of the film. If you chose to do this, invite 
participants to share their stories as outlined above and then show just the first half (00:00:00 – 
01:02:00) or just the second half (01:02:00 – 02:20:46), followed by a discussion using the questions 
relevant to that excerpt of the film. 
 
Here are suggested discussion prompts/questions for each excerpt:  
 
00:00:00 – 01:02:00 
 

1. Go around the room and ask everyone to share one word that expresses their immediate 
reactions to the film. 
 

2. In what ways does seeing what you just saw help you better articulate why the refugee issue is 
so urgent that reading an article in the newspaper or online about refugees might not? How 
might you use what you just saw to communicate to others why they should take action for 
refugees and asylum seekers? 

 
3. In this section of the film, we learned that, in 1989 when the Berlin Wall fell, there were 11 

border fences and walls around the world. In 2016, 70 countries had built border walls and 
fences.  
 
Do we want to be a society that builds walls or tears them down? How do we respond to those 
who say these walls are for our national security? 

 
4. Princess Dana Firas of Jordan reminds us that, “This humanitarian side is very, very important. 

You must always hold on to humanity, and the more immune you are to people’s suffering, . . . 
that’s very, very dangerous. . . . It’s critical for us to maintain this humanity for the health of our 
own society and community.”  
 
Indeed, when we humanize refugees and asylum seekers, we can help open people’s minds to 
the need to take action on the refugee crisis.  
 
Were there any stories you saw that you feel would help humanize refugees? Did you hear or 
see anything that helped you gain new empathy for the plight of refugees? How might you use 
these stories to respond to people’s concerns about welcoming refugees to our country? 
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01:02:00 – 02:20:46 

 
1. Go around the room and ask everyone to share one word that expresses their immediate 

reactions to the film. 
 

2. How does seeing what you just saw help you better articulate why the refugee issue is so urgent 
in ways that reading an article in the newspaper or online about refugees might not? How might 
you use what you just saw to communicate to others why they should take action for refugees 
and asylum seekers? 
 

3. Marin Din Kajdomcaj, Senior Operation Coordinator for the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees in Pakistan, notes that Pakistan has been hosting people fleeing their homes for 
almost four decades. He explains that there are many generations that are born in Pakistan that 
have probably never been back to their places of origin. 
 
Similarly, for centuries, the Jewish people have largely been a diasporic people, having fled 
violence and persecution in our homelands in search of safety. What learnings from our own 
experience being a diasporic people might we apply to today’s refugee crisis, which is creating 
many new diasporic peoples? How does (or doesn’t) this reshape both the culture of host 
countries and the identity of these displaced people? Based on our own community’s 
experience of being “strangers in strange lands,” how do we respond to those who would claim 
that this negatively impacts host countries? 

 
4. Maria Kipp, spokesperson for the Tamaja Shelter, reminds us that, “[It is] one thing to make sure 

that people get food and one thing to make sure that people have the ability to shower. But the 
hardest part is to make them feel like they’re a human being.” 
 
Prioritizing and honoring refugees’ and asylum seekers’ humanity should be a chief concern 
when we think about how to take action on this crisis. 

 
Were there any stories you saw that you feel would help humanize refugees and make them 
seem not just like “one of one million,” as Kipp warns us can happen? Did you hear or see 
anything that helped you gain new empathy for the plight of refugees? How might you use these 
stories to respond to people’s concerns about welcoming refugees to our country? 
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How To Have Difficult Conversations 
 

Items Needed 
 

• Handout – How to Talk About Refugees with Family and Friends (best printed double-sided; 1 
per participant) 

• Handout – Refugee Torah text study (1 per participant) 

• Handout – HIAS Sukkot Posters with stories of refugees – pages 4, 5, and 9 (1 per participant) 

• Optional: Handout – “Some Helpful Definitions” and “The Global Refugee Crisis: The Top 5 
Facts” (best printed as one double-sided handout; 1 per participant) 
 

Framing 
 
This program will help participants develop skills for talking about refugee issues with people with 
whom they may not agree. It will ground participants in the basic facts of the global refugee crisis, as 
well as equip them with language from Jewish textual tradition that undergirds the Jewish responsibility 
to support refugees. 
 

Instructions 
 
Begin the program by welcoming participants and asking them to find a partner and take 2 minutes each 
to briefly share why they came to today’s program and why this issue matters to them. 
 
After 5 minutes, bring everyone back together and say:  
 
“In our increasingly politicized world, it can be difficult and even painful to talk to loved ones with whom 
we disagree about some of the issues that we hold most dear, including the global refugee crisis. The 
question we are here to unpack this morning/afternoon/evening is how we can speak authentically and 
Jewishly about this issue while also enabling those with whom we speak to safely and fully express their 
concerns. Over the course of the next hour, we are going to spend some time looking at best practices 
for having difficult conversations, finding Jewish language to talk about our responsibility to refugees, 
and equipping ourselves with some of the basic knowledge we need to address common 
misunderstandings about refugees. We will be using HIAS’ Conversational Guide for How to Talk About 
Refugees with Family and Friends as our guide.” 
 
Hand out copies of the Conversational Guide. 
 
Ask for four volunteers to read aloud from the four sections on the front side of the Conversational 
Guide – Listen Fully, Build Empathy, Draw On Your History and Values, and Bring the Facts.  
 
After you finish reading these, you may want to acknowledge that, while we all know that we should 
listen fully to those with whom we speak, this can be particularly hard to remember when a 
conversation gets heated. Ask participants to share any best practices they have for remembering to let 
someone finish speaking before they respond, even if the other person says something upsetting or 
offensive. 
 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/conversational_guide_to_how_to_talk_about_refugees_with_family_and_friends.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/refugee_torah_-_hias_national_refugee_shabbat_2018.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/08.17_-_hias_sukkot2017_11x17_v12.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/handout_-_definitions_and_top_5_facts.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/handout_-_definitions_and_top_5_facts.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/conversational_guide_to_how_to_talk_about_refugees_with_family_and_friends.pdf
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Take a few minutes to review the answers to the frequently asked tough questions on the back of the 
Conversational Guide.  
 
If your community is just tackling this issue for the first time, you may also want to consider distributing 
HIAS’ Helpful Definitions and Top 5 Facts handout and taking turns reading aloud to ground yourselves 
in a shared understanding of the basic definitions of refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced 
people, and migrants, as well as some of the top-line facts about the refugee crisis and refugee 
resettlement in the United States.  
 
Finish this section of the program by saying to the group: 
 
“In addition to knowing this information, it is also important for us to help others use accurate language 
to talk about immigrants and refugees. For instance, we can remind people to use the word refugee or 
asylum seeker when speaking about someone who has specifically fled violence or persecution because 
of who they are, rather than the umbrella term of migrant, as refugees and asylum seekers have 
particular legal rights. We can also remind folks that we should say refugee, asylum seeker, or migrant, 
rather than illegal alien or illegal immigrant. While people cross borders in a multiplicity of ways, no 
human being is illegal.”  
 
Hand out copies of the Refugee Torah text study. Say:  
 
“With this basic information under our belts, we are now going to spend 15 minutes looking at various 
Jewish texts that address our obligation to welcome, love, and protect the stranger. Please find a 
partner and follow the directions at the top of this text study.” 
 
After 15 minutes, bring the group together and say: 
 
“I hope the last 15 minutes gave each of us a firmer grasp on how we can use Jewish texts to respond to 
claims that the refugee crisis should not be a Jewish concern. Of course, while it is certainly important 
for us to bring factual information to our conversations and to apply the values we learn about in our 
holy texts, for many people, what is most moving is to have a real face put on this vast and often 
overwhelming crisis. Let’s spend some time reading real stories of real people who have been forced to 
flee their homes due to persecution and violence and think about how we might tell their stories to 
respond to common concerns people express about refugees.” 
 
Hand out the posters with the stories of Rawan, Carlos, and Ahed. Have participants count off as 1’s, 2’s, 
and 3’s. Ask everyone to find a partner with their same number. Say to the group: 
 
“1’s: you will be looking at Rawan’s story. 2’s: you will be looking at Carlos’s story. 3’s: you will be 
looking at Ahed’s story. Take a look at the questions in the front of the room to guide your conversation. 
You might even try taking turns assuming the role of the person with the concern and the person 
responding to the concern and practicing how you would respond.” 
 
Have the following prompts written on three large butcher paper (large enough that everyone can see 
from where they are sitting): 
 

1. How would you use Rawan’s story to respond to the sentiment that refugees will change the 
American way of life and/or American values because they will not acclimate? 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/handout_-_definitions_and_top_5_facts.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/refugee_torah_-_hias_national_refugee_shabbat_2018.pdf
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2. How would you use Carlos’s story to respond to the sentiment that refugees do not support 

themselves but, rather, just “milk the system”? 
 

3. How would you use Ahed’s story to respond to those who say that Muslim refugees are actually 
terrorists trying to hide amongst non-Muslim refugees? 
 

After 10 minutes, bring the group back together and say: “As we close today’s program, I hope we are all 
feeling more confident in addressing these issues with those in our lives who may not agree with our 
support for refugees. Before we end the program, I invite everyone to share one thing they learned 
tonight or something they are thinking about differently, as well as one commitment you would like to 
make to build on what you have learned or practiced today.” 
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Public Narrative 
 
Items Needed 
 

• Google Slides Presentation 

• Projection system for showing internet-based video  

• Paper and writing implements for all participants 
 

Framing 
 
As advocates and activists, our personal stories are some of our most critical tools. The powerful 
delivery of a story can open someone’s mind to new ideas, make them feel like they are part of 
something, or motivate them to take action.  Powerfully-delivered stories can build community and 
even drive movements forward. In this workshop, participants will learn to craft their own public 
narratives in service of being able to personalize their own advocacy work in support of refugees. 
 

Instructions 
 
Introduction 
 
Say to the group:  
 
“As advocates and activists, our personal stories are some of our most critical tools. The powerful 
delivery of a story can open someone’s mind to new ideas, make them feel like they are part of 
something, or motivate them to take action.  Powerfully-delivered stories can build community and 
even drive movements forward. 
 
The public narrative model was developed by Marshall Ganz, a long-time organizer in the migrant 
farmworkers movement in the U.S. and currently a Senior Lecturer at the Kennedy School of 
Government at Harvard. Since it was developed in the 1990’s, the model has been used by thousands of 
community organizers, activists, and organizations as a key component of building leadership and 
movements. 
 
As Jews, we are the inheritors of a tradition of storytelling that has sustained our community’s values, 
history, and cultural norms across centuries and even millennia. Today, as part of National Refugee 
Shabbat, we learn to tell our own stories using a model that moves others to take action for refugees.” 
 
Part One 
  
Start the Google Slides presentation with slide 1 and have this graphic clearly displayed: 
 
 
 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1NMNRApMi2WuAtpSUfmU1mGaGZXbEB4E4rLsnqyLP_7M/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1NMNRApMi2WuAtpSUfmU1mGaGZXbEB4E4rLsnqyLP_7M/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1NMNRApMi2WuAtpSUfmU1mGaGZXbEB4E4rLsnqyLP_7M/edit?usp=sharing
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Say to the group:  
 
“The public narrative model is based in the idea that people are moved to action based on both strategy 
and narrative.” 
 
To compose a public narrative, you actually need to weave together three different stories into a short 
pitch that can be delivered in the span of approximately five minutes.” 
 
Display slide 2 of the Google Slides presentation. 

 
Say to the group: 
 
“The three different stories are: 
 

• Story of Self:  This is your own personal story of why the issue matters to you.  
 
Your story should include answers to questions like: 
What motivates you to take action for refugees? 
What is your personal connection?  
When did you make the choice to become involved and take action?   
 

• Story of Us:  Make a connection to a broader community. 
 
In this part, you are not focusing on your own story, but, rather, broadening to a set of shared 
stories or values.   
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Consider your audience. They should be part of the “us” and included and implicated through 
your appeal to Jewish values and history, American values, or the values of your synagogue or 
local community.  
 

• Story of Now: End by talking about urgency.  
 
Why is it critical that we take action right now?  
What is at stake?   
What can we all achieve, if we all join together?   
 
Be hopeful.  End with a specific and actionable ask – something that your audience (be that one 
person or hundreds) can do.” 

 
Pause to discuss everyone’s reactions to the model before moving to the next section. 
 
Part Two 
 
Say to the group:  
 
“Former President Barack Obama is a master of public narrative and a polished orator. We are going to 
watch a short clip from the 2004 Democratic National Convention. As it happens, public narrative was 
the tool that he used in the very speech that was responsible for rocketing him into the national 
spotlight! As we watch, let’s specifically look for the Story of Self, Us, and Now, and make note of the 
lines that clearly reveal which section he is in. Jot down a note for yourself about when each section 
starts and ends.” 
 
Show the clip to the group. Either use the link embedded in slide 3 in the Google Slides presentation or 
use this link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueMNqdB1QIE. Start at 0:13, and end at 4:46 with 
the line “I say to you tonight we have more work to do.” 
 
After watching the video, discuss everyone’s findings using the following guiding questions. 
 

1. Did you notice where the Story of Self ended and the Story of Us began? What lines indicated 
that he had moved to that next section? 
 

2. Did you notice where the Story of Us ended and the Story of Now began?  What lines indicated 
that move? 
 

3. How did watching this speech make you feel?  What made this speech compelling and effective? 
 

4. What works well about the Story of Self - Story of Us - Story of Now progression? How does it 
guide the listener through a path from sympathy to action? 

 
Part Three 
 
Give the group 10 (or more) minutes to compose their own public narrative. Remind the group that 
everyone has a story to tell and that being able to tell that story in a compelling concise way can move 
others to action. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueMNqdB1QIE
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Part Four 
 
Ask everyone to share their story with a partner or neighbor.  If time permits, ask for a few volunteers to 
share their story with the group.   
 
If you have a particularly adventurous group, you can even try to identify the three sections of each 
presenter’s story.  Or you can workshop some of the stories as a group, giving advice and feedback to 
the presenter. 
 
Wrap-Up 
 
Say to the group: 
 
“We can all use our own platforms, our own networks, community bulletins, local newspapers, or even, 
social media accounts to get a message out to a broad audience. We can share our stories with family 
and friends, with our community, and even with elected officials. 
 
In what contexts can you imagine yourself using your public narrative?” 
 
Conclude by saying to the group:  
 
“In today’s world, communication is only becoming more and more democratized. We no longer need to 
be ‘above the fold” in the New York Times to be relevant. Some of the loudest voices today make 
themselves heard on Twitter and Facebook! Powerful stories draw attention to your message and all of 
us in the room should feel empowered to use our voices to make change.” 
 
Additional Resources 
 
For additional reading on this topic, check out these resources: 
 

1. Why Stories Matter, Marshall Ganz  
https://friendsofjustice.blog/2009/02/18/marshall-ganz-why-stories-matter/  
 

2. Public Narrative Participant Guide, Marshall Ganz, Harvard Kennedy School 
https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/Public%20Narrative%20Participant%20Guide.pdf 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://friendsofjustice.blog/2009/02/18/marshall-ganz-why-stories-matter/
https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/Public%20Narrative%20Participant%20Guide.pdf
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Resources for Students in Grades 1-4 
 
For students in grades 1-4, we recommend HIAS’ free, downloadable children’s book, Rosie and Warda 
and the Big Tent. It is perfect for a children’s Shabbat service or for a religious school class discussion. At 
the beginning of the book, you will find suggested discussion questions to use to further unpack the 
issues covered in the book. 
 
 

Resources for Students in Grades 5-9 
 

Items Needed 
 

• Google Slides Presentation 
• Slips of paper with pictures of bicycles, cars, boats, or vans (Transportation Vectors) 
• Transportation Vector Signs 
• Handout – Text Study: “What Is Our Obligation To The Stranger?” (best printed double sided in 

landscape setting on 11x17 paper and folded in half so that the text is on the inside of the 
booklet and the text navigator and notes section are on the outside; 1 per participant) 

• Handout – Guide to Calling and Writing Members of Congress (1 per participant) 
• Handout – “My People Were Refugees Too” signs for people to fill in and take pictures of 

themselves holding (1 per participant) 
• Paper and writing implement for every participant 

 

Framing 
 
This program provides a brief introduction to the global refugee crisis through a Jewish lens for students 
in grades 5 through 9. It begins with an opportunity for participants to try to put themselves in the shoes 
of today’s refugees to build empathy, followed by a section in which they will inductively define who 
refugees actually are. Next, participants explore Jewish texts on the value of welcoming the stranger and 
think about how to apply them in their lives today. Finally, participants take action for refugees through 
advocacy. 
 

Instructions 
 
Set Induction (10 minutes) 
 
As participants come into the room, there will be a Google Slides presentation projected. The first slide 
will read: “What would you miss the most if you had to leave your home quickly without having time to 
pack more than what you could carry in your hands?” As participants settle into the room, they should 
think about this question. 
 
Participants will also receive a slip of paper with a picture of a bicycle, car, boat, or van. Around the 
room, there will be large signs with a picture of a bicycle, car, boat, or van. Participants will be directed 
to gather under whichever picture corresponds to their slip of paper.  
 
Move to slide 2 in the Google Slides presentation. Tell participants that they are leaving home by the 
mode of transportation depicted on their slip of paper and that they have 5 minutes to pack whatever 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/rosie_and_warda_and_the_big_tent.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/rosie_and_warda_and_the_big_tent.pdf
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1wOO30jnXFobAtTOkDS0NVYnlKRuWT-IfDVil-F0hTz4/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/transportation_vectors.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/transportation_vector_signs.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_welcome_the_stranger_talmud_page_non-genizah_friendly.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/handout_-_guide_to_calling_and_writing_mocs.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_handout_4_my_people_were_refugees_too_sign.pdf
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1wOO30jnXFobAtTOkDS0NVYnlKRuWT-IfDVil-F0hTz4/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/transportation_vectors.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/transportation_vector_signs.pdf
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they think they can bring with them, given how they will be leaving home. They should make a quick list 
and then divide the list into 3 categories: “Essential Survival Items,” “Things It Might Be Nice To Have,” 
and “Things That Make Me Feel Like Myself.”  
 
After they have made their lists, bring participants back together and ask them to offer quick, popcorn-
style responses to these questions (switch to slide 3 in the Google Slides presentation to project these 
questions for the whole group to see): 
 

1.) Were you able to take everything with you that you wanted? 
 

2.) What did it feel like to pack to leave so quickly?  
(Possible answers: scary, confusing, rushed) 
 

3.) Would any of the items you packed help you?  
(Possible answers: maybe they’d make me feel comforted which would make me feel more safe 
and confident) 

 

Refugee 101 (10 minutes) 
 
Switch to slide 4 in the Google Slides presentation. 
 
Say to the group: 
 
“As we have just seen, there are a lot of reasons that people leave home. Most of us in the room have 
probably only experienced leaving our home by choice, Sadly, for lots of people in the world, that is not 
the case – maybe even some of your parents or grandparents. They are actually forced to leave home 
for a variety of reasons. As Jews, we know that this has been the case throughout our history.  
 
Thinking about some of the pictures you saw earlier while you were making your packing list, what you 
know about Jewish history, and what you know about the world today, what are some of the reasons 
that people might be forced to leave home?” 
 
Possible examples include: 
 

• Because they are hungry and in need of food (famine) 

• Because they cannot make enough money to support themselves/their family and need better 
job prospects 

• Because of war 

• Because they are being discriminated against because of their religion 

• Because a government does not accept their political opinion 

• Because they are being threatened because of their ethnicity or nationality 

• Because they are not safe because they are a member of a social group (e.g., LGBTQ) 
 
Put up the picture of Albert Einstein in the Google Slides presentation (slide 5). Ask participants to 
brainstorm everything they know about him (key answers: Jewish, born in Germany, had to flee 
Germany to U.S. in 1930s to escape Nazi persecution).  
 



24 
 

Once the group brainstorms a solid list, explain that, while the term “refugee” had not yet been officially 
legally defined when he came to this country, Albert Einstein was a refugee. 
Switch to slide 6 in the Google Slides presentation. 
 
Say to the group:  
 
“While there are many reasons that people might be forced to leave home, refugees and asylum seekers 
are people who are forced to leave home because of fear of harm or persecution due to one of five 
categories: their nationality, ethnicity, religion, political opinion, or membership in a social group. 
Refugees and asylum seekers are people who leave their home country and cross over into another 
country. Refugees, unlike asylum seekers, have been granted some sort of status either by their host 
country or the UN High Commissioner on Refugees. The participants will then be able to see the 
definitions of refugees and asylum seekers projected on the Google Slides presentation. 
 
Text Study (20-25 minutes – extendable, if extra time) 
 
Transition by explaining to participants that, while the global refugee crisis may seem daunting, Jewish 
tradition gives us some language to help us gain a foothold on what our responsibility is. 
 
Ask participants to find a chevruta (study partner). Hand out the source page (“What Is Our Obligation 
to the Stranger?”). Instruct participants to use the text navigator on the front page to move through the 
text study, beginning with the pink source in the middle from Genesis 18:1-8 and then focusing on 1-2 of 
the blue commentaries using the prompt questions as a guide for conversation. The text navigator 
suggests that participants spend 5 minutes on the main text, 3-5 minutes skimming the commentaries, 
and 10 minutes discussing the commentaries. Roam around the room as the chevrutot discuss the texts 
to keep time, make sure that everyone is making their way through the sources in a timely way, and 
answer any questions.  
 
This text study is meant to be a jumping off point. Depending on how much time you have, you can 
encourage chevrutot to discuss fewer or more of the commentaries, as the questions for each 
commentary text are printed for everyone to see.  
 
After 15-20 minutes, wrap up the discussion by bringing the group back together and asking everyone to 
reflect together on the following question for 5-10 minutes, referencing the texts they have just studied. 
Given what you have read about the Jewish responsibility to welcome the stranger, how might you act 
on the values or concepts communicated by these texts? Really encourage participants to reference 
specific texts and the values and concepts in those sources. 

 
Letter-Writing/Selfie-Taking (Remaining Time) 
 
PLEASE NOTE: Due to the quickly changing nature of the advocacy issues pertinent to refugees in the 
current political climate, please contact HIAS director of education Rabbi Rachel Grant Meyer 
(Rachel.Grant.Meyer@hias.org) one week before you plan to implement this program to make sure that 
you have the most current advocacy module and talking points. 
 
Transition by letting participants know that, today, they have the chance to take act on the values they 
just studied and take action as part of the American Jewish movement for refugees. 
 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_welcome_the_stranger_talmud_page_non-genizah_friendly.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_welcome_the_stranger_talmud_page_non-genizah_friendly.pdf
mailto:Rachel.Grant.Meyer@hias.org


25 
 

Explain that, right now in the United States, against the backdrop of several Executive Orders seeking to 
suspend the refugee resettlement program in the United States and the lowering of the Presidential 
Determination (the ceiling for the number of refugees brought to the U.S. every year) to the lowest 
number since the beginning of the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program in 1980, there is heightened 
awareness around refugee issues and a need for a strong Jewish voice in support of welcoming refugees. 
The United States has a history of offering safe haven to refugees, and the Executive Orders suspending 
refugee resettlement and discriminating against Muslims are both cruel and a departure from this long-
standing tradition of welcome.  

 
Invite participants to write letters or place a phone call to their congressional representatives using the 
provided talking points in the hopes of gaining their support for refugees. 
 
Explain that, for those who feel comfortable, there are also signs that say “My People Were Refugees 
Too.” Invite participants to take one and complete the sentence “I Care About Refugees Because . . .” 
and take a picture of yourself holding the sign. They can take pictures in small groups as well. They can 
then Tweet/Instagram/post the pictures to their Facebook profile with the hashtags #JewsforRefugees 
and #RefugeesWelcome. Feel free to tag HIAS: @HIASRefugees. 
 
 
 

https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/handout_-_guide_to_calling_and_writing_mocs.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_handout_4_my_people_were_refugees_too_sign.pdf
https://www.hias.org/sites/default/files/hias_diy_educational_program_-_handout_4_my_people_were_refugees_too_sign.pdf

