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Introduction
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What is forgiveness? It is a reckoning with what has happened, so that the person who is harmed feels 
healed and that those who caused the harm are held accountable. For we who have strayed, it is a process of 
making right and contending with the harm we have done. As Jews, we struggle—especially on the High 
Holidays — with making whole that which we have broken. We begin Yom Kippur with the declaration 
after we recite Kol Nidrei: VaYomer Adonai, Salakhti kidivarecha, And God said, I have forgiven you as I said I 
would. Faced with the choice between justice and mercy, God chooses mercy for us every year, no matter how 
we have strayed. And in our interactions with our fellow human beings, we mirror God’s choice: we have an 
obligation to forgive others. An obligation to be merciful.
!e United States today faces a de"cit of rachamim, mercy. Our system of mass incarceration is deeply 
punitive (with no emphasis on rehabilitation), violent, and racially biased at its core. We have chosen strict 
justice, leaving families torn apart and communities decimated. Our system of justice is failing so many of 
us, and so we have an obligation to speak out in favor of mercy and of change. Now is a critical time for us to 
demand rachamim from the country we live in. We are obligated to speak about what is going wrong with our 
prison system and collectively pledge to take action to make it right.
In pursuit of this goal, T’ruah is honored to share our Handbook for Jewish Communities Fighting Mass 
Incarceration. It contains sermon sparks, Jewish sources, and critical background material on the facts and "gures 
of the American system of mass incarceration, as well as concrete action steps for congregations and individuals. 
We are challenging rabbis and Jewish activists across the United States to speak out about ending mass 
incarceration from their pulpits, to call their public o#cials about pending legislation in their states, to volunteer 
with incarcerated persons and returning citizens, and to pursue restorative justice and healing for victims of crime.
Many thanks to: Rabbi Lev Meirowitz Nelson, T’ruah’s Director of Education, for serving as the primary 
author of this handbook and the driving force in ensuring its completion; Rabbi Joshua Caruso, Lynne 
Iser, Rabbi Joanna Katz, Rabbi Michael Lezak, Alison Link, Rabbi Andrew Scheer, Danielle Sered, and 
Shari Silberstein for their advice and input; CLIP (College Leadership Internship Program) intern Billy 
Richling for his help with data and graphs; T’ruah rabbinical student intern Sarah Barasch-Hagans for her 
contributions to this project; Talia Kravitz for help with proofreading; Debbie Mukamal of the Stanford 
Criminal Justice Center for reading and o$ering her thoughts on part of the background section; Rev. 
Laura Markle Downton and Rabbi Ari Lev Fornari for sharing a wealth of experience, including providing 
feedback on the Take Action section; and the other contributors whose names appear within. After all 
the help we received, any errors that remain are T’ruah’s responsibility. Shira Evergreen of www.shirari.
com designed and laid out this book. Special thanks to T’ruah Executive Director Rabbi Jill Jacobs for her 
ongoing leadership that makes all this work possible. 
!e creation of this Handbook was funded in part by grants from the Lucius N. Littauer Foundation and the 
Lippman Kanfer Foundation for Living Torah. A gift from Karen Jones generously funded the printing of 
physical copies. We gratefully acknowledge their support.
!ank you for joining us in the pursuit of human rights and justice,

Rabbi Rachel Kahn-Troster
Director of Programs


