
¹  See: Middot for JJF Network.
²  Abraham Joshua Heschel, quoting a teaching from the Baal Shem Tov, God in Search of Man.
³  The application of Darwin’s theory of natural selection to social, economic and political systems.
⁴  Ferris Jabr, The Social Life of Forests , The New York Times Magazine, 12.2.2020.
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FRAMING ESSAY FOR CCL REPORT #3

The original assignment was to create a Jewish framing for the strategic direction CCL recommended 
in its third report to the Jim Joseph Foundation. That essay has yet to be completed. This essay asks the 
reader to take on face value the assertion that there is significant alignment and support for the vision 
and strategic direction recommended in the report in Jewish sources.¹ Unpacking and proving that 
assertion is the subject of the second essay because if the initiative in and of itself isn’t viable, no 
amount of Jewish framing will make any difference. Instead, this piece takes a step back, questioning 
the viability of an initiative that depends on the widespread acceptance of a countercultural worldview. 
Especially when that worldview goes up against fundamental assumptions about human nature and 
deeply entrenched structural hierarchies. Spoiler alert: There is hope.

SHAKING DARWIN’S HAND

Abraham Joshua Heschel said: “The world is full of wonders, special radiance, and marvelous secrets, 
but all it takes is a small hand held over the eye to hide it all.”² Indeed, it can seem like that “small hand” 
rests over our eyes for most of our waking life, jostled occasionally by intense emotion or practiced 
stillness, novelty or cultivated redirection. Sometimes though, it is not our own hand that covers our 
eyes. Our perception of mystery and experience of transcendence is blocked by a “hand” so large and 
so powerful that we adapt to its presence, losing sight of its effect as it acts to define the limits of our 
perspective. One such “hand” was extended more than 150 years ago as Charles Darwin’s theory of 
evolution by natural selection.

While social Darwinism³ has been largely discredited by academics, the basic principle of “survival of the 
fittest” as applied to human beings and social groups has endured in the popular imagination. The term 
has come to mean that existence is a “perpetual contest among discrete species, the struggle of each 
organism to survive and reproduce within a given population and, underlying it all, the single-minded 
ambitions of selfish genes.”⁴ There is a perverse irony in the persistence of the concept of survival 
of the fittest, especially given that the term is consistently misunderstood and misused. The popular 
understanding neglects the concomitant principle that:

1

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I1NQ8zuc1NOnqKLJffPc75Jkma-xmfvJ/view


⁵  Ernst Mayr, “Darwin’s Influence on Modern Thought,” Scientific American, 11.24.09.
⁶  You can read the article or listen to it read aloud on The Daily. Also, Suzanne Simard, “Why ‘Mother Trees’ Are Crucial in
    Fighting Climate Change.”
⁷  Ferris Jabr, The Social Life of Forests, NYT, 12.2.2020.
⁸  Arevut refers to the core Jewish value of mutual responsibility and support among Jews. 
⁹  Documented and analyzed in the second framing essay.

The survival and prosperity of a social group depends to a large extent on the harmonious 
cooperation of the members of the group, and this behavior must be based on altruism. . . . 
Kin selection and reciprocal helpfulness in particular will be greatly favored in a social group. 
Such selection for altruism has been demonstrated in recent years to be widespread among 
many other social animals. . . . [A] propensity for altruism and harmonious cooperation in social 
groups is favored by natural selection. The old thesis of social Darwinism—strict selfishness—
was based on an incomplete understanding of animals, particularly social species.⁵

Acceptance of this critique of Darwinian dogma has been growing in the scientific community over the 
past forty years. The work of scientists in many fields has contributed to this slow-growing ideological 
revolution but the tipping point—when these ideas gained secure footing in popular culture—may one 
day be identified as December 2, 2020, when The New York Times Magazine ran a cover story entitled, 
“The Social Life of Forests.”⁶ The article focused on the work of pioneering ecologist Dr. Suzanne Simard 
whose research revealed that a forest was more than just a collection of individual trees and that rather 
than competing for limited resources, forest ecology depends on a robust system of interspecies altruism. 
She found that while there is indeed conflict in a forest, there is also negotiation, reciprocity and even 
selflessness. Simard’s work demonstrates that while these symbiotic webs do “not necessitate universal 
harmony . . . [they do] undermine the dogma of individualism and temper the view of competition as the 
primary engine of evolution.”⁷

The article was my first exposure to the scientific research that promoted a radical modification (of my 
layperson’s understanding) of natural selection. I absorbed it with what can only be described as radical 
amazement. My view of human nature and my vision for an ideal society are rooted in Jewish wisdom, 
and as such I had always chafed against the harsh “truth” of Darwinian orthodoxies. At the same time 
my experience of Jewish communal life (from the vantage point of a lifelong participant and thirty-plus 
years as a Jewish communal professional) had made me cynical, dismissive of ideals like arevut,⁸ thinking 
them painfully naive. Call it confirmation bias but the emerging understanding of natural selection for 
interdependence and reciprocity aligned with my Jewish worldview and brought me back from the edge 
of despair, planting me firmly in a place of grounded optimism. Suddenly, it didn’t seem hopelessly naive 
to imagine a critical mass of people and organizations willing to upend the deeply entrenched power 
structures and affirm arevut as the highest value of Jewish communal life.

For analysts of other systems beyond the forest, Simard’s work proves a critical corrective to those who 
use survival of the fittest to justify cynicism and uphold systemic injustices. Simard demonstrates that 
altruism is neither fatal nor fantastical. Rather, it is real, as real as selfishness and greed. These beliefs, 
as they apply to all creation, and to human nature in particular, are foundational to the dominant Jewish 
worldview since the Biblical period.⁹
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My interest in examining Jewish communal structures and functions in light of Dr. Simard’s findings 
in the realm of forest ecology was directly related to the Jim Joseph Foundation’s (the Foundation) 
leadership strategy initiative.¹⁰ I was tasked with the exploration of the alignment of Jewish wisdom, 
values and experiences with the Foundation’s evolving vision for networked leadership in the North 
American Jewish social service sector (NAJSSS). The strategy emerged from the Center for Creative 
Leadership’s three-year study commissioned by the Foundation that recommended the creation of 
multiple networks—a symbiotic web of interagency reciprocity—that is predicated on substantive 
changes to current understanding of leadership, the distribution of resources and ways to gauge impact.

The skepticism that threatened to undermine my confidence in the whole undertaking was a recognition 
of the neoliberalism¹¹ of our dominant culture that favors independence over interdependence and the 
primacy of the individual over the collective. It is deeply suspicious of attempts to collectivize and 
cynical about altruism in efforts to cooperate. These ideas conflict with much of Jewish wisdom that is 
largely communitarian in its approach¹² to social, political and economic issues. By privileging the core 
tenets of our dominant culture, we not only abjure wisdom from our Jewish culture, we also allow this 
massive “hand,” to use Heschel’s metaphor, to delimit our capacity to envision alternatives. 

The Foundation initiative to create field-wide change in the NAJSSS begins with an invitation to 
envision Jewish communal life as a robust, thriving and sustainable ecosystem, mutual responsibility 
and support based on alignment around the common good. Support for the strategic use of networks 
and networked leadership in manifesting this vision has deep roots in Judaism.¹³ Exploring structural 
parallels with this revised understanding of forest ecology has the potential to offer insights into the 
development of a healthy, sustainable networked Jewish service sector. It also may serve as a cautionary 
tale regarding the enormity of the challenge involved in creating meaningful social change based on 
deeply held countercultural ideas.

MAPPING THE ANALOGY

Dr. Suzanne Simard lifted the ground between trees in a forest and revealed that “an old-growth forest 
is neither an assemblage of stoic organisms tolerating one another’s presence nor a merciless battle 
royale: It’s a vast, ancient and intricate society. There is conflict in a forest, but there is also negotiation, 
reciprocity and perhaps even selflessness.”¹⁴

¹⁰  In 2018, following an open RFP, the Foundation invested in 11 leadership professional development programs.
¹¹  Neoliberalism sees competition as the defining characteristic of human relations. It redefines citizens as consumers,

whose democratic choices are best exercised by buying and selling, a process that rewards merit and punishes inefficiency. 
. . . Attempts to limit competition are treated as inimical to liberty . . . inequality is recast as virtuous: a reward for 
utility and a generator of wealth, which trickles down to enrich everyone. Efforts to create a more equal society are both 
counterproductive and morally corrosive. The market ensures that everyone gets what they deserve.

¹²  Documented and analyzed in the second framing essay.
¹³  Documented and analyzed in the second framing essay.
¹⁴  Ferris Jabr, The Social Life of Forests, NYT, 12.2.2020.

https://www.theguardian.com/books
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The primary questions:

• Would the combination of Simard’s findings and the deep strain of communitarian idealism 
in Judaism¹⁵—both largely countercultural in this context—make a compelling case in 
support of the Foundation’s radically reimagined model for healthy Jewish communal life in 
North America, its structure, leadership and resources?

• Just by making the comparison, based on the principles of biomimicry,¹⁶ could a case be 
made for reimagining Jewish communal life as a thriving, sustainable ecosystem structured 
to reflect the revised Darwinian dogma of survival of the interdependent?

(1)  Simard’s forest is much more than a collection of individual trees.
•   What constitutes the NAJSSS ecosystem?
•   How do we define our “forest”?
•   What is the equivalent of the “individual” trees?
•   How does this forest appear to function? What are the mechanisms of connection?

(2)  Simard’s work revealed a vast, interspecies network living below the ground in a forest.
       This network existed well before it was “discovered.” 

• What evidence is there of “underground” (unrecognized by observers and analysts of 
Jewish life)¹⁷ interagency networks currently in existence within the NAJSS? Is there 
evidence that such networks existed in the past (historical and mythical, in any setting)? 
Is there evidence for the cultivation or destruction of such networks?

• What services and operations are currently shared (formally and informally) within 
segments and across the ecosystem?

(3)  Simard describes the forest ecosystem as an environment where conflict and competition
        exist “but there is also negotiation, reciprocity and perhaps even selflessness.”¹⁸

• The NAJSSS is largely perceived to be a competitive environment because resources 
are deemed inadequate and/or erratically available. Current philanthropic culture 
as well as unpredictable market forces have created unhealthy conditions for legacy 
institutions as well as middle stage organizations. Where have negotiation, reciprocity 
and altruism appeared? What allowed them to emerge? How were the efforts evaluated 
and promoted?

¹⁵  Documented and analyzed in the second framing essay.
¹⁶  See Adrienne Maree Brown’s Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds.
¹⁷  Aside from the externally facing efforts related to program partnerships, professional memberships, shared funders, etc.
¹⁸  Ferris Jabr, The Social Life of Forests, NYT, 12.2.2020.
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(4) A forest lives or dies from a complex combination of natural forces and human intervention
(directly or indirectly). Modern forest management has destroyed old growth forests through
clear-cutting, monoculture, and greed.
• What forces are at play in the sustainability of Jewish communal organizations?

What interventions are deemed acceptable and by whom?
• Who is directly responsible for the form, function and health of our “forests”?
• How should we be analyzing interventions? To what extent should future interventions

be based on intentions and to what extent by impact?
• Are there useful parallels to be drawn between “clear-cutting” and defunding?

Between “monoculture” and parochialism? Between capitalist “greed” and ceding
decision-making to people who offer financial support but bring no other expertise?

(5) Simard and her colleagues are working on new models for forest management, exposing
corporate interests and shifting mindsets through education.
• What would it look like to experiment with new models of networking in the NAJSSS?

New models of leadership? Of philanthropy?
• To what extent does any substantive change depend on a radical shift in the culture of

philanthropy?

(6) Who are the Dr. Simards, other academics, social scientists and observers of the NAJSSS
ecosystem?
• What role is the Foundation going to play in leading this process?
• Will implementation of this transformation require an ideological revolution parallel to

Simard (and others) undermining Darwinian dogma?

If the challenges posed by the analogy help us to conceptualize the process and if it has the potential to 
serve as a structural model in reimagining the NAJSSS, then it may be useful to work our way backwards 
and ask:

• How did Dr. Simard’s work land on the cover of The New York Times Magazine? Does the
article signal a critical shift in the broader cultural understanding of natural selection?

• What brought tens of thousands of readers (who know nothing about forest ecology and are
not sure they care to find out) to read the story? What insights from Simard’s work were
inspiring and potentially useful to the intellectually curious laity among their readers?

• What would it take to have a reimagined, revitalized, thriving Jewish social service ecosystem 
be deemed compelling enough for a mainstream vehicle for news and culture like The New
York Times to showcase it to their readers? How do we get there?

Finally, do any of the ideas and challenges posed in this essay inspire meaningful conversation about the 
report and its recommendations?


