
CHAI’s Jewish Identity & Values



CHAI is an agency of the Baltimore Jewish 
community that creates housing opportunity and 

strengthens neighborhoods in northwest 
Baltimore City and County. 

In the neighborhoods where we work, 
we serve the entire community.  

So…what makes CHAI a Jewish agency?



○ Founded within the Baltimore Jewish community

○Work in neighborhoods with historic Jewish ties

○ Supported by Jewish foundations and donors

○ Vehicle for Jewish volunteers to serve the community

○ Represents the Jewish community

○ Jewish values guide how and why we serve

What makes CHAI a Jewish agency:

CHAI’s values include Community, Diversity, Respect, Integrity and Drive.



COMMUNITY Kehillah
Finding strength in the collective

Jewish tradition teaches us that acting 
Jewishly requires us to consider and respond 
to the needs of the community around us.

• WE ARE ONE WITH COMMUNITY
Hillel (ancient Jewish sage) instructs us not to separate ourselves from our community, but rather 
regard ourselves as part of the whole.  Hillel recognized the concern for protecting oneself (“If I am not 
for myself, who will be for me?”) while noting that this is not enough (“And if I am only for myself, what 
am I?”).

• WE ARE INSTRUCTED TO SERVE ALL WHO ARE IN NEED IN OUR TOWN
Bava Metzia (from Talmud, ancient rabbinic teaching) instructs us to serve in order of need and 
proximity – first the poor of our town, and when their needs are met, then the poor of the next town.

• RESPONDING TO UNIVERSAL NEEDS
The concept of Peah (Leviticus 19:9) instructs us not to reap our fields to the edge, but rather to leave 
the corner for the poor to come and glean.

• PROMOTING EQUITY
Shmita (sabbatical) rules dictate that every 7th year, the harvest belongs equally to all, and debts are 
forgiven, creating fairness and equity across the entire community.



DIVERSITY B’tzelem Elohim
Seeing humanity and dignity in all people

Jewish text and history teach us to treat all people with dignity and 
to welcome and care for all people as our own.

• ALL PEOPLE ARE CREATED IN GOD’S IMAGE
Genesis 1:26 teaches that the divine spark in all people means that we are all deserving of 
essential human dignity.

• OUR SACRED COVENANT WITH GOD INSPIRES ALLYSHIP
Being created in God’s image establishes a covenant in which we work with God to accomplish what 
we cannot do alone.  We model this when we show up as allies for one another. Targets of bias 
cannot overcome the bias alone, so we join together to do this work.

• WELCOMING THE STRANGER IS AN ESSENTIAL JEWISH OBLIGATION
Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy in the Torah (Five Books of Moses) remind us to welcome 
and love the stranger, not to wrong or oppress the stranger, but rather to treat the stranger as our 
own; for we were strangers in the land of Egypt.

• CARING FOR OTHERS PROMOTES PEACE FOR ALL
M’pnei darchei shalom – this concept from the Talmud instructs us to sustain the non-Jewish poor 
along with the Jewish poor for the sake of peace.  Caring for others brings about a good, just and 
peaceful society.



RESPECT Kavod
Honoring others through actions

The foundational Jewish value of kavod leads us to convey 
dignity through respectful behavior, actively pursuing 
justice for all.

• WE ARE OBLIGATED TO HONOR OTHERS
The morning Elu Devarim prayer lists our most important obligations, which 
focus on showing respect for others through our actions, including honoring our 
parents and welcoming strangers.

• WE SHOULD ACT IN WAYS OF MUTUAL RESPECT
Hillel (ancient Jewish sage) said “That which is hateful to you, do not do to 
others.”

• HOUSING OFFERS DIGNITY AND RESPECT
Abraham and Sarah (forefather and foremother) were known for opening their 
tent to provide shelter and comfort to all who need.



INTEGRITY Derech Eretz
Acting ethically and responsibly

Jewish tradition teaches us to be guided in our actions by what 
is right and just.

• A MODEL PERSON ACTS WITH INTEGRITY AND HONOR
The Yiddish term mensch means a person of integrity, honor and strength of character.

• JEWISH ETHICS REQUIRE DOING WHAT’S RIGHT, BEYOND WHAT IS REQUIRED
Derech eretz literally means ‘the way of the land’ and refers to acting ethically and 
morally, driven by what is right or just. Coupled with the concept of lifnim mishurat
ha’din (beyond the letter of the law), we are instructed to go beyond considering what 
is legal to consider what is right.

• AND EVEN WHEN NO ONE IS LOOKING
Parshat Kedoshim (Leviticus 19:14) instructs us not to insult the deaf or place a 
stumbling block before the blind, revealing a duty to care for and respect others even 
when they cannot see or hear your actions.

• JUSTICE REPAIRS THE WORLD
Elijah, the prophet, is a champion for the poor.  Tradition teaches that Elijah will 
return to bring a time of justice when poverty and illness no longer exist.  The concept 
of tikkun olam (repairing the world) conveys a responsibility for each of us to do our
part to fix the world’s brokenness.



DRIVE Ometz Lev
Motivation to the highest level of service

Jewish tradition teaches us to tap into our inner strength to help 
build the strength of all.

• COURAGE IS ESSENTIAL TO LEADERSHIP
Moses is considered a model for Jewish leadership, having shown courage in 
standing up to Pharaoh and leading the people out of Egypt.  Moses instructed his 
successor, Joshua, “Be strong and of good courage.”

• STRENGTHENING COMMUNITY IS THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF SERVICE
In Moses Maimonides’ (great medieval philosopher) ladder of service, the 
highest rung is to offer investment that helps another person become 
independent.  This aligns with CHAI’s model of strengthening community.

• WE ARE UNRELENTING IN OUR PURSUIT OF JUSTICE
“Justice, justice shall you pursue” (Deuteronomy 16:20) – commentary 
suggests the word justice appears twice to call for the active pursuit of justice 
always.



UNIVERSAL VALUES

Many of these Jewish values and teachings align with core 
values of other faith-based traditions, as well as non-faith-
based ethical principles.  CHAI is enriched by the diversity of 
our board, staff, partners, supporters, members and 
participants, who follow the faith and ethical principles that 
bring meaning to them.

Together, we are engaged in the work of creating strong 
communities for life.



As an agency founded in the Jewish community, CHAI’s work is informed and 

inspired by Jewish values, teachings and history. Jewish principles guide us to do 

our part to build a healthy society by responding to the needs of the whole 

community of which the Jewish community is a part. 

The experience of the Jewish people as strangers in Egypt forms the foundation of 

the way to live life Jewishly – by working alongside our neighbors to create a world 

in which no one is marginalized or oppressed. 

Jewish ethics demand that we find ways to do what’s right, to pursue justice 

relentlessly until the world is perfected.  We offer honor, dignity and respect as we 

work in sacred partnership with allies to strengthen community, making it whole 

and just for all people. 


