
Here’s the good news: political engagement among young people is on a steady
rise, and the greatest number of young voters in history is expected to show up
at the polls this November. Volunteering, civic engagement, organizing and
even electoral politics captured the imagination of large numbers of the rising
generations, sparking talk about a revival of activism and engagement in public
life.

While that bodes well for the next few years, what we ought to be
interested in is the next several decades. How can we sustain the recent renewal
of interest in social activism and convert it into a long-term trend? What keeps
people engaged in public service, public leadership, and public life?

Ten years ago, I started AVODAH: The Jewish Service Corps, a
program that brings people ages twenty-one to twenty-six from across the
United States and Canada to work for a year on the causes and effects of
poverty. Without for an instant diminishing the importance of the work our
Corps members do during their year in AVODAH, we’ve made no secret that
our long-term goal is to help equip them with the skills, inspiration and
community that make it possible to sustain a long-term commitment to social
change.

In speaking over the years with AVODAH alumni, my own colleagues,
and to scores of veteran activists connected to the social change organizations
with which AVODAH partners, I’ve often asked people what keeps them in for
the long haul. Below is a distillation of those conversations, which I offer as
tzeydah l’derekh—provisions for the road.

11.. AAnnggeerr MMaannaaggeemmeenntt

It’s impossible to underestimate the value of being so outraged that you
simply have to do something. Indignation, sometimes righteous, sometimes not,
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is often the push that brings people to activism in the first place. Without anger,
half the world’s greatest social movements would never have gotten off the
ground. 

But unless you have a heart made of asbestos, being lit by rage
eventually burns you out—and it torches strategies, relationships and bridges
along the way. Anger is a strong motivator, but as a tool for long-term social
change, it leaves a lot to be desired.

That doesn’t mean we should avoid it. Because anger is such a powerful
spark for people’s action and because we often encounter anger directed at us
from opponents, it is critical for long-term activists to learn as much about
anger as we can, to respect its uses, and to make sure that we can control both
our own anger and the way we receive all the anger pointed at us. There’s a
reason that the symbol of anger is fire—mastered, it has tremendous productive
energy; left to burn out of control, it can destroy everything in its path.



22.. SSoommeetthhiinngg BBiiggggeerr

For three years after college, I worked at various social change jobs
testing the waters and trying to figure out where my talents and passions lay. As
I joined the staffs of three different organizations during that period, I began to
notice a disturbing trend—people left their social change jobs relatively quickly,
burnt out, and headed for something less exhausting and less frustrating (this
was during the Reagan/Bush era, when progressives saw few victories and
suffered many hard defeats). 

As someone just starting out, I wanted to know how I could stay in for
the long haul. So I sought out conversations with veterans—people who had
been in the trenches of social change for decades and who had somehow
managed not only to stick with it, but also to retain a sense of energy and
hopefulness about their work.

As I spoke with these long-time activists about what kept them
motivated, certain themes emerged, the most striking of which was this: I am
here because my work is not my life. When people said this and I asked what
they meant, they explained, “My work here is very important. I chose to devote
my career to it. But I also have a broader perspective on the world and why I am
in it, and that perspective extends beyond my job. So my whole world does not
come crashing down if we lose the fight to pass a certain bill, or even if the
organization I am working for folds. I see my work as part of something bigger
that many, many people are working towards. There will be setbacks, but there’s
no chance of the whole movement being defeated.”

Developing a sense of broader purpose in the world and seeing their
work as part of something bigger than their own job or organization helped
these people stay in for the long haul. I’ve tried hard to do the same.

33.. MMaakkee IItt PPaarrtt ooff WWhhoo YYoouu AArree

You will be much more likely to stay in for the long haul if working for
social change is not just something you do, but instead it is a central part of who
you are.

People who think of themselves as writers will write even when they are
not getting published, even when two weeks of writing produces only a few
decent sentences. They do it not for the reward or because writing seemed like
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the best choice that day, but because writing is how they understand themselves
and the world—and how they seek to make their mark on life. 

Activists who develop a self-conception as people whose commitment
to working for social change is simply a part of who they are will keep looking
for opportunities to make a difference whenever and wherever they can. Losing
doesn’t challenge that commitment, and neither does a bad experience with a
toxic workplace (or two, or three). 

Forging an identity as an activist is especially important in an open
society like ours, where every aspect of identity is subject to choice. By
intentionally forging friendships with people who share your commitments,
taking on life-shaping challenges and explicitly linking your activism to the
broader range of your core beliefs and commitments, you will find that staying
in for the rest of your life no longer seems like a challenge—activism is a part of
who you are, and it always will be.

44.. EEffffeeccttiivveenneessss aanndd SSuucccceessss 

Nothing makes people want to quit quite so much as constant failure.
Sometimes activists fail because we are simply outgunned: the resources and
power on the other side are so massive that the chances of making progress are
tiny from the start. Victories are a fluke, but a fluke still worth fighting for.

But too often activists lose because we rely too much on passion and the
rightness of the cause to ensure victory and too little on getting very, very good
at what we do. Serious activists are not just in it for the rush or the feeling of
righteousness—we want results. And because getting results means going up
against powerful interests that oppose change, we need to be smart and effective
enough to get the job done.

The benefit of taking the time to learn how to be more effective is
twofold: not only do you get better results, but when you do win, you get the
tremendously important psychological benefit of feeling like there’s good reason
to expect more victories farther down the road.

55.. MMeennttoorriinngg

This one works both ways. At the beginning, you give yourself a
tremendous advantage if you can convince people who have been in the work
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for a long time to share their wisdom and their stories with you. Possibly more
important than any specific piece of advice they might give is the simple fact
that you have someone powerful in your corner rooting for you, investing in you,
and believing in you.

The best mentors will be people who find a way to increase the speed
and depth of your learning, who invite you to join them in settings you would
never have access to without them, and who will advocate for you whenever they
can. 

Having such people in your life moves the point at which you conclude
you need to quit far off into the distance, in part because they help you become
wiser and better at what you do, and in part because you want to demonstrate
that their belief in you is justified. Mentors can help us set our sights high and
then provide a lot of what we need to stay committed to scaling those heights.

Not too much further down the line, when the time comes for you to
mentor someone coming up the ranks, you will welcome the chance to repay the
investment that people made in you. Mentoring someone who needs exactly
what you can provide is one of the great satisfactions of staying in for the long
haul.

66.. CCuurriioossiittyy

People are naturally curious. They want to figure things out, to see
where paths will lead. Boredom, by contrast, is so painful that people will do
almost anything to avoid it.

Part of staying in for the long haul depends on your ability to tap into
your natural curiosity in ways that help you learn new things and grow in your
work. If you feel curious about the people and issues that fill your working day,
you’ll want to keep coming back to them and follow the story. If you’ve lost a
sense of curiosity about the particular work you are doing or the people you are
doing it with, it is usually a sign that it is time to move on. 

Sometimes you’ve got plenty of curiosity, but the frantic pace and heavy
workload of your job doesn’t allow you time to think, much less ask questions.
That’s deadly over the long haul, and you should find ways to change that pace
or seriously consider doing something else.

The freshest, most vital and vitalizing places are often those where
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asking questions and looking for new information is part of the culture. They
keep us interested and coming back for more.

77.. CCoommmmuunniittyy

Of all the things that help solidify a lifelong commitment to social
change, none is more important than locating yourself in a community of people
who honor and act on that commitment in their own lives. Such communities
are sustaining and powerful: they help us develop a language and a vision for
social change, connect to something larger than ourselves, find mentors and
companions, stay hopeful and grounded and overcome fear. 

In my experience, people who have been a part of even one community
with a strong ethos of purpose, courage and compassion are so profoundly
influenced by that experience that it carries them through very hard times and
motivates them to recreate that ethos in other settings. 

Investing in building strong, justice-oriented communities may seem
like a diversion from the real work of social change or an inappropriate use of
resources that might be better applied directly to social issues. But this is short-
sighted. Not only do such communities help us survive and grow, they enlarge
the arena in which we operate and represent the best chance of success over the
long haul.

88.. KKnnooww WWhheerree YYoouu AArree GGooiinngg

Everyone starts a journey with excitement. There’s energy in new
adventures, changing places, and setting out on the open road. But the energy of
the launch won’t last, and the challenges of the road are serious. We get lost, our
vehicles break, we break, storms make it hard to travel, and people try to rip us
off. Sometimes we forget why we thought the trip was a good idea at all. Most
of the time in the difficult middle of the journey, the only thing that keeps us
from quitting is thinking about the sweetness of arrival at our destination.

But what if you have no destination? What if the road is just an endless
series of challenges with no apparent end and no real destination? In most cases,
people don’t stay on those kinds of roads unless they have no choice. 

For social activists interested in staying in for the long haul, it helps
tremendously to have a vivid image of where you are heading and how you can
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tell when you have arrived. For starters, knowing your destination makes it
possible to draw a map that leads there, and you can mark progress along the
way. More important, having a vision of a changed world helps you know what
you are working for, lends purpose and direction (kavanah) to your work, and
gives you reason to keep moving forward. Wandering is nice for a stroll in the
park, but it is a punishment on a journey to the promised land.

99.. TThhiinnkk ooff AAbbrraahhaamm LLiinnccoollnn

The most successful president of the United States was a loser. His first
business failed. He tried his hand at farming, and that failed, too.  When he first
ran for the state legislature, he lost. When he finally did get elected to the state
legislature, he ran for Speaker and lost. Then he ran for Congress and lost again.
So he ran for Senate and, you guessed it, lost. Afterwards, he ran for Vice
President and lost, ran for the Senate again, and lost again. When he was finally
elected President, the country erupted into civil war.

I’m relating this string of defeats because everyone is familiar with
Lincoln’s great victories, but few know just how much he had to stick it out and
suffer through to arrive at them.

Some of what it takes to stay in for the long haul is simple tenacity.
When you get knocked down, you find a way to pick yourself up, dust yourself
off, and get back in the game. Do it different, do it smarter, but keep doing it
until you succeed. Thank God Abraham Lincoln did. If you ever feel like
quitting, just think of him.  

1100.. SSppiirriitt

Activism can be soul-crushing work, so for simple self-preservation
reasons it pays to develop ways to strengthen and replenish your spirit along the
way. But it’s not just about survival. Your spiritual life will keep you grounded
and energized as an activist, and provide a sense of purpose that makes you very
hard to discourage or defeat.

Like community-building, spiritual practice can seem like an
indulgence, especially when it draws us away from working directly on issues
that are always urgent, and whose outcome can sometimes have enormous
consequences for people’s lives.
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But ignoring your inner life as an activist is not a luxury. Failing to
cultivate an inner life and connect that life to your political work separates you
from the deeper meanings of your activism, leaves you overdependent on
outward approval, and diminishes your power.

1111.. GGrraattiittuuddee

Perhaps this is a subcategory of developing a spiritual practice, but it
seems important enough to single out on its own. Despite the pain and the
setbacks, despite very real fears and frustrations, there is so much in our lives to
be thankful for. 

Affirming that we are blessed—to spend our time doing challenging and
meaningful work, to have such remarkable friends and colleagues, to be able to
contribute to something larger than ourselves—offers a constantly renewable
source of perspective and encouragement, two very important resources for
anyone in it for the long haul.


